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 Chapter 1 
 Twilight Echoes 
Kat Johnson suppressed a yawn the moment Ron called cut.
“That’s it. Thank you, ladies,” Ron said.
She might have to increase her caffeine intake, judging by the cobwebs still fogging her mind. Kat offered a small smile and a nod at Tania Smith—her name was as bland as her performance.
“Thank you for the opportunity,” Tania said, her tone smooth but devoid of warmth.
Kat shouldn’t be so harsh.
Going by Ron’s and Darla’s drooping eyelids, the chemistry read with the third actress being considered as her new co-star on Broken Time had probably felt like watching paint dry, but it wasn’t the woman’s fault. Her acting had been technically flawless, but sometimes actors just didn’t click.
“Thank you, Ms. Smith. You’ll hear from us later this week,” Ron said, dismissing the actress.
She left the audition room without another word.
“Are we done for today?” Kat half-rose, already picturing herself at home, filling up her tub and—
“No, there’s one more actress. She was delayed in traffic, but she should be here any moment,” Darla said.
With a small sigh, Kat leaned back in her chair.
Ron gave a dry laugh. “Aren’t people supposed to get more patient with age?”
“I don’t know; are they, Ron?” Kat asked, offering a sweet smile followed by a glare. She wished Ron understood sarcasm—and even more that she were home, that this whole new-partner nonsense wasn’t necessary.
There was a knock, then the door opened.
“I’m so sorry about the delay,” a clear voice said.
Kat froze. It was a voice that didn’t belong this close to her.
Her gaze snapped to the door, and at the sight of the woman, her brain lagged, much like a buffering dial-up connection. For a split second, Kat thought she even saw the accompanying circle spinning in front of her eyes.
“No worries,” Ron said, sitting straighter in his seat across from Kat. “It’s not always the first squirrel that catches the acorn.”
Darla snorted, while the actress—Hannah —canted her head.
Kat’s heart torpedoed against her chest, an impact resonating in every limb. She rubbed her clammy hands against her pants legs. Perhaps she was dreaming? The apparition of—
“All right. This is Hannah Laine, Kat. Ms. Laine, I’m assuming you’re familiar with Kat Johnson?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Good. Let’s get started. Please get into the marked positions.”
Hannah stepped toward the lines on the floor in front of the table, while Kat showed no reaction.
“Kat?” Darla said.
Shaking her head, Kat forced herself to stand. Every cell in her body shouted at her to walk out, but she moved to her mark.
“All right, you both have the pages,” Ron said. “Let’s take it from the top.” He turned on the camera sitting on the conference table. “Go.”
“Lisa, we can’t do this! It’s too risky!” Hannah opened the scene, her intense blue eyes holding a flicker of worry, tension tightening her features.
Kat swallowed hard, mesmerized, still struggling to catch her bearings. She straightened. “There’s no other choice,” she rasped, still caught in Hannah’s gaze. Only her decades of experience and the familiarity with her character enabled her to pull through.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The rest of the read blurred past like a fever dream. Kat acted on instinct, torn between the surreal sensation of talking to Hannah again and the need to escape her. Time that had dragged like wet cement with Tania slipped through her fingers like quicksand with Hannah. Before she knew it, Ron called “cut” again.
A trembling breath left Kat, who was still trapped in Hannah’s orbit. Hannah resembled a satellite, equally drawn to Kat.
“Uh, that’s…” Darla cleared her throat.
“Yes. We’re done here,” Ron said, sounding as dazed as Kat felt.
Kat blinked furiously and shifted, finally taking in Darla and Ron again. Why did they look so stunned? They could hardly know, and surely their acting hadn’t been that terrible.
The two of them stepped back, conferring in hushed tones for what felt like an eternity. She couldn’t look at Hannah, and the woman just remained standing where she was, statuesque, seemingly unperturbed by anything.
A minute? Five minutes went by? Who could even tell at this point?
Finally, Ron and Darla split apart and faced them again.
“We found our Carla! Congratulations, Hannah! This was a spectacular read.” Ron practically glowed.
“Yes, the chemistry between you two is off the charts! I’m impressed.” Darla smiled. “Ron was sure you were a good fit, and I’m glad he was right.”
“Wait, what?” Kat said. This meant… No! She couldn’t… How was she supposed to handle Hannah as her main costar every day for months? Years, potentially!
“Thank you. I’m happy to hear you enjoyed my performance. I’ve been super excited about the prospect of joining Broken Time . I’ve been an avid watcher since day one.”

Putting it on thick much? This didn’t sound like the Hannah she’d met.
“That works out even better, so you know all about Kat’s character. You two should probably also get to know each other a bit. I’m sure Elaine—she plays the agency supervisor, Allison—will throw one of her parties again soon. It’s always good for cast cohesion, and as the new kid in the market square, you’ll be the center of attention,” Ron said.
A flicker of unease crossed Hannah’s face, but it vanished in an instant—erased with eerie precision as her features slipped back into a too-perfect mask that grated on Kat’s nerves.
“That sounds like a marvelous idea. I’m excited to meet the cast,” Hannah clasped her hands behind her back.
Kat could only shake her head. That’s some real Twilight Zone shit .
After another round of pleasantries, Hannah offered them all that weird, plastic smile and a nod before walking out the door.
Kat lingered. She should leave too—hell, earlier she couldn’t wait to get out of here. She should pretend this wasn’t happening. But when had that approach done her any good? Never mind, her feet stayed rooted to the floor.
Oh, she knew this was futile, but she had to try. She turned to Ron and Darla.
“You can’t be serious. Laine is way too young. She seems raw, untrained. Tania Smith had a much better technique.”
Darla exchanged a quick glance with Ron, her brows lifting.
“Is this a joke?” Ron asked.
“No! I don’t think Laine fits in. She’s… weird. Standoffish. She just stood there half the time. And the way she talked—”
“We want the best actors for the roles, people who gel on the screen, and the two of you were amazing,” Darla said.
Ron waved her off. “She’s a bit formal, yeah, but that could just be nerves. And there’s no way we’re hiring Smith. She’s not bad, but the two of you together stink.”
“Wow. OK, but the age—”
“She’s not that young,” Darla said.
Kat scoffed. “She looks it.”
“What? Are you worried she’ll make you look old next to her?” Ron asked.
Darla elbowed him.
“What?”
“Forget it,” Kat said through clenched teeth. “I’m heading out.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
By the time Kat made it home, it was already past five. She still felt too hot and restless, and her head was pounding. Being stuck in stop-and-go traffic for almost an hour hadn’t done her mood any favors.
She had planned a relaxing yoga routine, a long bath, and then curling up in bed with a glass of wine and a new book she’d been excited to read. Now, though, her energy level called more for a HIIT workout (which she hated with a passion), a kickboxing session (which would probably leave her with a pulled muscle), an ice-cold shower (she wasn’t masochistic enough), or falling face-down on her bed after downing half a bottle of vodka (she was too old for that).
Kat paced her living room. She contemplated calling Liz—her best friend should be home—but she didn’t want to intrude, souring a potentially relaxing evening with Claudia and their adorable little Alice with her rancid mood.
“Fucking hell,” she cursed when she stubbed her toe against her coffee table. Of all the things!

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She could do this. She would make it work.
Or maybe there was a way out after all. Kat just needed to figure out the best way to die.
Her character’s death would not only eliminate her current nightmare, but it might even free her from her growing discontent. An accident during a transport back in time? Perhaps some rogue agent trying to hijack the time machine for nefarious purposes? She could pitch it to Darla—after all, as the head writer of Broken Time she could surely arrange that. A tragic sendoff for the resolute time travel agent, Lisa Darnell.
Too bad Kat was still under contract for another two years.
Besides, she really liked her character. She liked the show, too—even if it had gotten a bit stale lately. Not that the show was the issue.
With a sigh, Kat recalled her mother’s old admonishment: Never employ a permanent solution to a temporary problem.

Yes, yes. She’d figure this out. She’d find a way to put this specter to rest—to silence the echo before it became a permanent ringing in her ears. She already had enough sleepless nights. No need to offer insomnia more chances to rest at her side.
 ~ ~ ~ 
One week. That was how long Kat’s reprieve lasted before Hannah Laine invaded their set.
Kat, caught in mid conversation with Elaine and Reeve, struggled to smooth her features into nonchalance when Hannah strode into the room. No longer a ghost from the past but a living, breathing part of Kat’s world—still achingly beautiful, still impossible to ignore.
“Oh, wow. That’s so sweet of you.” Elaine accepted the huge box of chocolates Hannah handed her. “We’ll be sure to devour them.”
Kat could only stare. Chocolates. Who brought chocolate onto a film set that usually included too many starving actresses?
“You’re very welcome.” Hannah straightened, her hands again folded behind her back. Her voice was pleasant, but her tone rang as stiff as her posture.
“Are you excited to be here? The role of Kat’s partner will give you a lot of screen time, but you’ll also have to deal with Kat here.” Elaine bumped into Kat, who barely managed a smile.
“Yeah, good old Kat gave Tim a run for his money,” Reeve added.
“I’m looking forward to working with all of you. You are an accomplished group of actors.” Hannah smiled—still the same plastic expression.
What had happened to the captivating smile that—no, Kat would not go there.
“Oh, flattery will get you everywhere.” Elaine laughed. “We’re happy to have you. It sucked to lose Tim, but he couldn’t refuse such a big role.”
Kat hummed. She hated that Tim had had to leave, though she understood.
A glint of silver at Hannah’s neck drew her gaze—a phoenix. Kat shivered as a torrent of memories threatened to surge through her.
“I’m sure. It’s a great opportunity for him.” Hannah still hadn’t shifted, standing there as rigid as a board while her face was all smiles, but not her eyes—they looked weary.
“Come on, let’s introduce you to the rest of the cast, or, at least, those who are here today.”
“That would be lovely, thank you, Elaine.”
Kat suppressed an eye roll. Hannah made her tense, almost like the cold did—this involuntary tightening of all your muscles that, even when you try, you can’t relax. Had Hannah really changed so much in two years? Perhaps the woman Kat had met back then was the lie.
“Kat, you coming?”
“Sure.” Kat allowed Elaine to drag her out of her memories and followed along, remaining silent and letting everyone else do the talking. Hanging back and observing was better for now. She folded her arms across her chest as she leaned against the wall. This definitely wasn’t the woman with whom she’d shared the most beguiling conversation two years ago.
“The rest of the season is exciting. There are some dramatic moments ahead of us,” Elaine was saying.
“That is always a pleasant challenge.” Hannah nodded.
“Have you watched the show before?”
“Yes. I’ve watched from day one—avidly.”
Kat brows furrowed. That was almost the same line she’d given Ron during their chemistry read.
“Good, good. It’s always harder when a newbie hasn’t got a clue about the show.”
Hannah nodded, still wearing a painted-on smile that showed too many teeth and never reached her eyes.
Later on, with the others lost in conversation, Hannah addressed Kat. “You’ve said little. Are you very sad to see Tim go?”
“We were a good team,” Kat acknowledged.
“Perhaps we will make one, too.”
“Stranger things, I suppose.”
Kat held Hannah’s gaze for another beat, waiting for something—recognition, hesitation, anything. But Hannah’s expression remained unreadable, bland.
Enough.
“Excuse me.” Kat turned on her heel. She walked away, forcing herself not to look back while ignoring the heavy feeling settling within her. If Hannah had forgotten her, well, then Kat could do the same.





 Chapter 2 
 Busted Expectations 
Hannah emitted a high-pitched curse as she slid on cat vomit while carrying an overstuffed laundry basket. Unable to break her fall, she crashed down on her ass, tipping the basket over and spilling clean clothes onto the floor.
“Bandit! You asshole!” Hannah shouted, rubbing her sore right wrist.
She rose with a groan and picked her clothes off the floor, grimacing when she touched a wet shirt. “Ugh. Nice going, dude.”
Hannah rewashed her clothes before mopping up the rest of the mess. Life with cats, she supposed. She’d never want to live without one, but her day—or rather, her entire week—had been stressful enough. Her little chocolate-spotted tabby didn’t have to add to her laundry list of disasters, literally . Now, he was hiding, of course.
She had joined the set of Broken Time the previous week, and her welcome had been… adequate. She often wasn’t sure what to expect from people, and while she rarely connected with anyone, she’d learned to tolerate most—at least whenever she had no other choice. In her own four walls, though, she tolerated no one, which meant she spent most of her time with Bandit.
She had almost been excited about Broken Time —not only because it was a step in the right direction, but also because she had looked forward to working with Kathryn Johnson, or Kat, as most people called her. Hannah never understood why anyone would shorten such a lovely name.
Too bad the Kathryn she’d encountered on set had turned out to be cold and distant. That hadn’t been her impression of the formidable actress, but it wouldn’t be the first time Hannah had gotten it wrong.
 ~ ~ ~ 
When Hannah arrived on set the next morning at quarter to five (having to be at work so early remained the only thing she’d change about her career), Kathryn was already there, offering Hannah only a curt nod when she sat in the other makeup chair across the station. The remaining cast members trickled in closer to five, and they were chatting amongst themselves while going through makeup and style.
Elaine Finton was talking about her grandchildren’s antics the previous weekend. Her voice, launching into a story about her grandson, cut through Hannah’s internal monologue.
A practiced smile flickered on Hannah’s face, and she offered polite questions while her mind already calculated the fastest escape route. Children, with their boundless energy and unpredictable emotions, were a social minefield she preferred to avoid. She would rather focus on her craft—television, film, and performance.
Hannah consumed entertainment almost obsessively. It was a solitary pursuit, but it allowed her to study people—an effort to understand them that still too often eluded her. The cinematic arts had been her master class—years spent perfecting expressions, mannerisms, emotions. It was all just another performance.
Her gaze swept through the room, critically analyzing the physical appeal of her colleagues. In terms of looks, they were an above-average group. Again, expected and not inherently an issue.
Kathryn Johnson was objectively a striking woman—an athletic figure, shoulder-length auburn hair, eyes that shifted between blue and gray, depending on the light.
“Oh, Hannah. Has anyone told you the story of how my grandson is responsible for Kat’s new haircut by the end of season two?”
“Oh?” Hannah’s curiosity was roused. Kathryn used to have long hair on the show, and she’d seen many hairstyle changes during the first two years. Most featured some severe version of a tight bun. However, in the middle of a two-part episode, she’d suddenly showcased a new style—a bit too long to be called a bob, but not by much. It suited her. There had been some kind of in-show explanation Hannah no longer recalled.
Kathryn groaned. “Really? That old tale, Elaine?”
“Well, your future partner should know about all the ins and outs of Lisa’s life, no?”
Kathryn looked at her for a moment, unreadable, but neither of them said a word, and so Elaine continued the tale of how her grandson Stryder had forced Kathryn’s hair change—a cookout, an artistic husband, inquisitive little hands reaching for what they shouldn’t, and a paper hat with a glob of super glue later and Kathryn’s hair was ruined.
Yet, neither blamed the boy.
“I was getting quite exasperated with the constant changes. So perhaps Stryder had an inkling and helped me out,” Kathryn said.
Hannah wrinkled her nose. “Wait—so Stryder is praised but Hank gets reprimanded?” The child was at fault, and six surely was old enough to know not to touch super glue. They should have chastised him, too.
“Of course. Hank’s the adult after all. Besides, Stryder’s way cuter than Hank.”
“Don’t let your husband hear that.” Kathryn let out a rough laugh.
Hannah nodded and smiled. People were so strange. She still didn’t get how cuteness factored into personal accountability, but, apparently, that was how the world worked. Then again, Bandit got away with everything because he was cute. But he was a cat.
Later, while waiting for the call to start her first scene, Jackson settled down next to her.
“How are you settling in?” he asked.
Hannah smiled. “It’s a change from my last project, but so far, things seem to be going splendidly.”
“Good, good.” He looked around the room, his gaze seeming to linger on Kathryn chatting with Reeve in the back. “Listen, I know it’s never easy to join an established cast, and so… Don’t let them give you a hard time, OK?”
Hannah arched a brow.
Jackson laughed under his breath. “You know, the new kid at school, kinda? It’s easy to end up staying on the outside if you let them push you there.”
“Shouldn’t the onus be on the ones doing the pushing, not the one being pushed? Besides, adults aren’t children,” Hannah said.
“Of course not. And, yes, you’re right, but that’s not how it works, is it?” He rose. “Anyway, see you around.”
Hannah’s gaze lingered on his retreating figure as she mulled over his words, still coming up mostly empty.
 ~ ~ ~ 
By mid-morning, they were shooting a scene where Kathryn’s character showed her new partner the lab with the time machine. Ron had to keep stopping them because Kathryn displayed the wrong emotions.
“Kat, come on! Yes, Lisa is frustrated at getting a new partner, but she still wants to give Carla a chance. Don’t be so harsh on the poor girl.”
Kathryn rolled her eyes. “Don’t you think Lisa would be more than frustrated? She didn’t want Paul to leave, and instead of getting assigned someone who has already worked with her, this new person comes in, fresh out of college and—”
“Carla isn’t that young,” Hannah voiced, speaking up for the first time all afternoon.
Kathryn turned toward Hannah. “Well, she’s significantly younger than Lisa or Paul.”
“Maybe someone new and younger can offer a fresh perspective on things.”
“Exactly,” Ron interjected. “Good point, thank you.” He beamed at her with the type of smile that often made Hannah suppress the impulse to take a step back.
Ron shifted his gaze back to Kathryn, who was busy glaring at the floor. “Work with that energy, Kat. You’re not convinced this will work, but you’re open to being surprised.”
Kathryn muttered something under her breath Hannah didn’t catch, but she doubted it was complimentary to her or Ron.
“Let’s start from the beginning,” Ron called out, and they all got into positions.
And so it continued. It took fifteen takes to get the scene right, and by the end, Hannah wasn’t sure if the pounding in her skull came from exhaustion or from the longing to shout at one Kathryn Johnson. If this was how she wanted to play it, Hannah’s tenure at Broken Time would shape up to be a nightmare.
But she’d tough it out. There was no way Kathryn—or anyone else—would make her quit. Plenty of costars despised each other and still delivered iconic performances.
Their screen test had proven they had something .





 Interlude 1 
 An Unforeseen Delight 
  Two years earlier  
The ballroom swirled with colors and sounds. The broad skylight revealed a full moon and twinkling stars above, while old-fashioned, crystal chandeliers spilled a kaleidoscope of light on the masked figures below.
The masquerade ball had been organized to celebrate the release of a new movie, and it showed—everything sparkled with curated excess.
Laughter and fragmented conversations wrapped around Kat like mist, blending into the hypnotic orchestral tune. A hazy scent of lilies and exotic spices filled the air, clashing against the cool bite of marble beneath her feet. Behind her silver mask, a sense of anonymity unfurled, granting Kat a freedom she hadn’t tasted in years. It had been ages since she last attended such an event, much preferring more controlled and planned encounters.
As she moved through the swarm of dancers, laughing and enjoying themselves, a flash of scarlet feathers caught her eye—a bejeweled mask shaped like a phoenix.
The woman wearing it moved with effortless poise and drew admiring glances from all directions. Their eyes met, and the stranger tilted her head.
Kat hesitated. She hadn’t come here to meet anyone, and normally she’d steer clear of this kind of scene. But something in the woman’s gaze—steadfast, curious—tugged at her. Intrigued, and with excitement vibrating in her veins, Kat followed the unknown beauty to a secluded corner.
One moment, they were exchanging pleasantries, and before she knew it, they were deep in a philosophical discussion.
“I’ve always been fascinated by Maria Mitchell, how astronomy shaped her view of the universe. When I was a child, I discovered this rickety, abandoned barn in the middle of a large field.” The woman smiled softly. “It was probably hazardous and dangerous, but I loved lying on the roof and gazing at the stars. It made me feel so small yet somehow not alone? That likely doesn’t make any sense.” She lowered her head.
“It does, actually. The stars are so far away, many of them only echoes, but from where you’re sitting, they’re gigantic. They offer light in the dark—solace, almost.”
“Exactly.”
A pleased expression flickered across the woman’s face, filling Kat’s chest with unexpected warmth.
“Being alone, yet not, can sometimes be exactly what you need.” Kat glanced toward the ballroom, the swirl of movement and noise beyond their small cocoon. “This…mass of bodies, of diverging desires and intents around us. It’s…”
“Suffocating,” the woman murmured, drawing Kat’s gaze back to her.
“Yes,” she breathed, her heart thudding in her chest.
“What brought you here then, to such a throng of people if you hate crowds?”
“Crowds are much harder to control.” Kat’s lips thinned. “I’m here because…” She shrugged. “Too much of one thing isn’t healthy, or so they say.”
“You indulge too much in solitude? A curious notion, given the reason behind tonight’s festivities. The entertainment industry isn’t known for its isolation.”
“True, but that doesn’t mean we all have to be slaves to the same impulses,” Kat said.
They looked at each other for a drawn-out beat. The woman’s gaze seemed to swallow her.
“An interesting word choice. What impulse are you slave to?”
Kat shifted her weight, and a small smile spread over her lips. She leaned forward. “Right now, it seems like I’m a slave to a fascinating conversation with a mesmerizing stranger.”
A faint blush colored the woman’s cheeks, the hue reminiscent of her mask.
Kat’s fingers tingled.
Just as the clock struck midnight, the woman in scarlet leaned closer still, her feathers on her dress whispering against the dark floor, her expression promising trouble.
“Care to steal away for a moment?” she murmured, her voice low and inviting. “There’s a balcony with a view begging for a private audience.”
A shiver ran down Kat’s spine. With a single, meaningful nod, she followed the captivating woman out of the ballroom toward a moonlit conversation, a prospect thrilling her more than anything had in a long time.
When she stepped onto the balcony, the masked woman leaned against the banister, gazing at the star-strewn sky. Crickets chirped, and Kat drew in a deep breath, wishing the air were a tad warmer.
“Do you always entice strangers to follow you to abandoned balconies?” Kat asked.
The woman turned, her full lips curving into an enthralling smile. “Are you a stranger if I’ve had my eyes on you from the instant you arrived?”
Kat’s tremble had nothing to do with the chill in the air.





 Chapter 3 
 Your Face 
Kat slapped the coffee machine with a grunt. The last thing she needed today was for the decrepit gadget to die. She’d murder someone if she didn’t get her coffee in a hot second.
Tapping her foot, she pressed another set of buttons, and with a splutter and a splash, the machine sprang to life, spewing out her black elixir. She inhaled deeply—the scent of coffee alone already an improvement.
She leaned against the counter, about to take her first sip, when Reeve strode into the break room.
“Trouble in paradise, huh?” He pulled a mug out of the cupboard.
Kat gritted her teeth. Rumors spread fast. “It’s hard to integrate a new character.”
“Hmm, I’ve heard our leading lady was the problem today. What gives? Is the new gal rubbing you the wrong way?”
Kat swallowed another sip and pressed her lips together, regarding Reeve. They usually got along fine. Who had spit into his coffee this morning? “She’s fine. We’ll get the hang of it.”
“She’s just thirty.” He sighed. “It’s a shame, all that youth wasted on the young. You’d think experience mattered more, especially in our business.”
“Hannah isn’t new to acting.” Great. Now Reeve had her defending Hannah.
He snorted. “The verdict on her talent is still out, but she is gorgeous.”
Kat stiffened.
“I’ve been meaning to ask Darla to add a little romance between Laine’s character and good, old Benson.” He waggled his eyebrows.
Kat’s knuckles paled as she placed her cup on the counter. “Our show isn’t about romance, and your characters are what—twenty-five years apart? Allison is a much better fit for Benson.”
Reeve laughed. “She’s not the type for a love story the audience would eat up.”
“You’re pretty much the male version of her character. Why would the audience want you but not Elaine?”
“It’s different for men.” He shrugged. “Young women love rugged older men.”
“Where did you come across this fantasy?”
“If anyone lives in a fantasy world, it’s you. You’re jealous of Laine because she’s younger and prettier than you,” Reeve sneered. “I’d be careful. All you’ve got is your acting chops, and if those go… Well, I seem to recall a time when your diva act got you in trouble before. Wouldn’t want that to happen again now, would we?”
Kat stiffened. She’d never seen Reeve like this. It shattered her entire view of him. They had talked before about the woes of aging in their industry, but for Reeve to come at her like that?
As if she didn’t have enough on her plate. She didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with hurt egos and weird temper tantrums. She’d just ignore him.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Once she had dragged herself back to her trailer, Kat dropped onto her couch and bent her head forward, massaging her temples.
What a mess. That disaster scene, followed by Reeve and his unexpected vitriol. What was happening with her life?
She couldn’t just blame Hannah for the scene, given that the woman had remained placid and stoic throughout, enduring all the needed retakes until Kat managed to portray the “right emotion” toward her new partner.
Kat clenched her jaw, sending the muscle in her temple twitching. She needed to be careful, avoid giving herself a headache. Not to mention, she was better than this. Kat had disliked fellow actors before, and never once had this affected her performance—and it never had turned her into a rank amateur unable to finish a scene.
She’d never seen Ron so frustrated with her. She couldn’t even blame it on him being starstruck with Hannah. Kat straightened, and with a sigh, rose to change and start a relaxing yoga routine.
Perhaps it would allow her a restful sleep once she got home. She still had one more scene to film with Jackson, but she had two more hours to kill before then.
A knock rattled the metal of her door.
Kat let out a heavy sigh. So much for her yoga session. “Yes.”
Her lips parted when the door swung open and Hannah Laine stood at her threshold. Kat straightened, her voice rough. “Can I help you?”
“That’s what I’m here to ask.”
Kat tilted her head. She supposed she should appreciate straightforwardness. “Come on in.”
Hannah stepped inside, and, unlike most people, her gaze didn’t wander to take in and judge Kat’s trailer. She just stared directly at her.
“Do you want to sit down?”
“I prefer to stand.”
“All right. What’s this about?”
Hannah stared at her with a pinched expression, as if wrestling with something.
“Well?”
“Why do you hate me?”
Kat blinked furiously. “I don’t.”
“Then you’re a terrible actress, and we both know that’s not the case.”
Kat didn’t have a reply to this mix of insult and compliment, especially since she was equally taken aback by Hannah’s appearance: She still wore her outfit from their earlier scene—an emerald blazer nipped at her waist that highlighted the champagne-silk blouse beneath and contrasted with her dark slacks.
But what really startled Kat was her expression. Hannah’s curly blonde hair, high cheekbones, and clear blue eyes normally projected a warm, alluring presence that made people—men and women alike—lose their train of thought.
Seeing this face arrested in anger and frustration—her eyes stormy, her strong jaw tight—transformed Hannah from classically beautiful to striking.
“Everyone on set and in the cast has been exceedingly nice and welcoming, yet you either act like I don’t exist or as if I’m infected with a virulent disease.”
Kat shook her head, trying to gather her wits. “If this is because of how long it took to get the scene down—”
“That’s part of it,” Hannah said. “But it’s beyond that. You’ve been borderline rude to me from the start. You treat me like an annoying child who has stolen your favorite toy, and, yes, this simple scene shouldn’t have required so many takes. I expected more from you.”
Kat shared Hannah’s sentiment, but she wasn’t about to admit that. She also wished Hannah would remember their encounter two years ago because knowing she was the only one who did added a layer of tension that Kat found almost unbearable.
“There’s no obligation for us to be friends or get along.”
“Of course not. I’m generally well-liked, and—”
Kat raised one eyebrow. “What? Am I ruining some kind of quota?”
Hannah’s jaw tightened. “You’re talking nonsense. No, I would prefer to be disliked for a reason.”
“Maybe I don’t like your face.” Kat folded her arms and stifled the immediate urge to bang her head against the nearest wall as heat turned her cheeks scarlet.
Hannah’s brows furrowed. “What’s wrong with my face?”
“I never said there’s anything wrong with it. Just that I don’t like it. Actually, I didn’t say that—I was just making a point.”
She could hardly say, “Your face is so beautiful it almost hurts to look at you, much like it did back then.” Although she supposed Hannah had likely heard the first part before, and the last thing she needed was Kat offering such a sentiment.
“That still makes no sense. You can’t just reject someone because you don’t like how they look!”
“I can dislike you because I don’t like your shoes or the way you wear your hat.”
Hannah’s gaze dropped to her feet before she looked at Kat again. “My shoes? And I don’t even wear a hat!”
Kat rolled her eyes. “I’m pointing out you don’t need a good or logical reason to dislike someone.” Just enough experience.
Hannah’s lips thinned, and her eyes narrowed again. “Fine. Maybe you don’t need a reason to dislike someone, but you don’t fool me. It’s not my face that bothers you.”
“You mean unlike how you fool everyone else?”

Yes . An offensive move made more sense than her previous perplexed fumbling, not to mention her first outburst.
Hannah’s face faltered. “What?”
“Too close to home?” She shouldn’t enjoy this as much as she did. As confusing as it had been at first, witnessing Hannah’s agitation energized her now more than her planned yoga session could have accomplished.
“I’m afraid you’re seeing things that aren’t there,” Hannah said.
“No, that’s everyone else’s problem, but it’s understandable—a facade like yours blinds people. All that polish. Is there anything of substance left?”
“I’ve done nothing to you!”

Unlike you , hung heavily between them, but maybe just in Kat’s imagination.
She shook her head. She refused to go there. It would defuse her fire and instead swamp her with a heaviness she’d tried hard to eradicate. “Again, it’s not something you did. It’s—”
“My face.” At those words, Hannah’s expression turned stony.
“Right.” God, her face. Kat still struggled to believe she’d thrown that out there. She usually wasn’t this childish.
Hannah shook her head and looked away. “I don’t know why I bothered coming here.”
“Beats me.”
Hannah turned to leave, but before she opened the door, she spun around again. “You’re the lead in a popular show. I’d think you’d be interested in its continued success.”
“Sure,” Kat replied. “Your point?”
“Well, how is this going to work with us at each other’s throats?”
“We haven’t fought before now. You sought me out to find out why I don’t like you, which was also, incidentally, your assumption. I never said I don’t like you, and—”
“Hate me.”
“Excuse me?” A sinking feeling crept over Kat.
“I asked why you hate me.”
“Right. Even worse. That’s quite an intense emotion to waste on someone I don’t even know.”
Hannah once more only stared at Kat. “You only hate people you know?”
“How else would you be able to hate someone?”
Hannah raised her arms before dropping them. “I don’t know. People hate others for stupid reasons—some because they don’t like their face .”
Kat couldn’t suppress a grin. Hannah’s expression—a mixture of frustration and confusion—was adorable, even if Kat would never admit it out loud. “I suppose I reserve hatred for someone I truly know and despise.” Or someone who pretends to be something they’re not.

“You’re the strangest person I’ve ever met, and that’s saying something.”
Kat shrugged. “It’s all right.”
Hannah huffed. “You still haven’t answered my question. How will we handle this at work?”
“We’re actors, aren’t we? We’ll pretend. You appear to be quite good at that.”
Hannah narrowed her eyes, pivoted on the spot, and stomped out of Kat’s trailer, slamming the door shut behind her.
Kat froze. What the hell had just happened? She was usually more restrained. But this entire situation—her general sense of…deflation and this emotional upheaval brought on by Hannah joining the show—had left Kat unbalanced. She didn’t like it, and she wasn’t sure she liked how she’d just acted either.
Yet, arguing with Hannah, and seeing her fired up, had also felt almost invigorating. Everything around Kat had become so bland and boring lately.
Still, Hannah had a point. The two of them not getting along would make their job harder, and it could hurt Broken Time .
It would have been so much smarter to deflect Hannah’s inquiry, to play nice and maybe stroke the woman’s ego a bit. Kat could woo anyone if she set her mind to it. Something about this version of Hannah Laine, though, set her on edge.
The woman on the balcony had been full of life, humor, and thoughtfulness. All that was left here seemed like a pale shadow.
Kat resented the change more than she should—after all, she was the one who’d ended it.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Two days later, they had a grueling day on set where everything went wrong, and no, it wasn’t Kat’s fault this time.
The day started wrong—the lights flickered the moment Kat set foot on set. Next, one of their cameras wouldn’t turn on, and then the time machine was missing a panel. No one knew how that had happened, and when they couldn’t find it, they decided to add it digitally or to use old footage if necessary.
In today’s scenes, their characters received a new assignment, and Hannah raised ethical concerns.
Ron had suggested they rehearse their lines together (likely to prevent another endless-retake moment), so they had settled in an empty dressing room and played out the scene. Toward the end, and with time left, Hannah said, “I kind of agree with Carla.”
“That’s funny. I don’t see you speaking up like she does.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re a people pleaser, aren’t you? You always say and do the right thing, or better, what others want or expect from you.” Kat’s voice leaked more venom than she’d intended. Perhaps Hannah’s behavior reminded her of her own struggle to stop caring about what other people thought.
“Are you calling me a kiss-up?”
“Perhaps.”
Hannah leaned closer. “I don’t flatter people. I’m honest, but, yes, I’m friendly and accommodating. Why on earth wouldn’t I try to get along with the group of people I might be working with for years? A group that is already close to each other, and to whom I am an outsider?”

Outsider .
Hannah’s tone resonated within Kat, sounding more real than anything else Hannah had said so far. She shook her head.
“There’s getting along, and then there’s lacking a backbone, not having your own take on things. Like yesterday, when Ron said that scene needed to be more upbeat and you nodded, even though you’d just said it played better subdued.
“You agree with everyone and everything, potentially at the expense of your own peace of mind.” And this will only hurt you .
Since when did Kat care? It wasn’t her job to protect Hannah from life. What a ludicrous thought.
“I don’t agree, and don’t act like you care about my peace of mind.”
Kat waved her off. “You don’t agree because I’m calling you out and you don’t appreciate it.”
“You see what you wish to see, but at least I don’t take pleasure in being insensitive and putting others down!”
“Excuse me! I’m not belittling you. Speaking the truth is just that—truth. I’m sorry if you can’t handle someone seeing right through you and your act to be everyone’s darling.”
“I bet you’re one of those people who calls themselves brutally honest, which is nothing but a shady excuse for being awful to others.”
“Wrong again. I’m honest, to the point of being blunt, but there’s a difference between those qualities and being deliberately cruel. I don’t hurt others or act like I’m better than anyone else.”
Hannah laughed without a trace of humor. “Oh, that’s rich. Can you even spell self-awareness?”
“Can you have a genuine conversation with someone?” Kat knew she could, she had been there, she had talked to Hannah, and yet nothing.
She almost shivered at the vision of pure rage darkening Hannah’s eyes.
That was when the lights flickered again, followed by a bang plunging them into darkness, silencing all sound around them, even the low hum of the AC.
“Great,” Kat grumbled. “A power outage.” They’d both left their purses in the break room before heading here to rehearse, so no phone flashlights. How annoying.
Hannah said nothing, but her breathing picked up.
“Don’t worry,” Kat said on instinct. “The backup generators should kick in any moment.” She paused. “We could also head out?”
Silence, except for their breathing. With the AC off, the air quickly grew stale and humid.
“Do you want to find our way out? We might stumble a bit, but I don’t think there was much in the way between here and the door.”
Hannah once more didn’t reply.
Kat never realized how loud breathing could sound, or the eeriness of sitting here in the dark, especially next to the last person you’d choose to be with.
“Are you all right?” Kat asked finally.
“Yes,” Hannah croaked, her voice shaky.
“Are you afraid of the dark?” That didn’t track—hadn’t she snuck onto crumbling barn roofs as a kid to watch the stars?
“No.”

Sure. That’s why you don’t want to leave and sit here breathing hard.

Kat suppressed a sigh.
A screeching noise, like something heavy being dragged across metal, cut through the silence, making Hannah gasp while Kat tightened her hold on her seat.
Stillness followed once more.
There was no reason for Hannah to trust or be honest with her, given everything that had happened between them and all that remained unsaid. However, judging by Hannah’s breathing and the light trembling Kat perceived, even in the dark, she couldn’t just do nothing.
“My friend Liz lives in Texas,” she began. “We’ve known each other forever. She has a cat—a real rude little asshole named Raji.” She paused. “Liz adores him, so don’t tell her I said that. She found him at the side of the road when he was a kitten. The first time I saw him, he vomited at my feet.”
Hannah exhaled a soft, almost-laughing sound.
As they waited for the lights to come back on, Kat shared all her Raji adventures she could think of until Hannah’s breathing settled.





 Chapter 4 
 Mingling Revelations 
Hannah stood in front of her full-length mirror scrutinizing her attire—a nautical-inspired maxi dress—long and flowing with a loose fit. The light coloring and navy stripes usually worked well with her complexion.
She couldn’t recall how many times people had complimented her on the dress, yet today the garment bothered her. But seven outfit changes in, she was either sticking with this one or calling it a night in yoga pants.
Hannah was sorely tempted, as her couch, Bandit, a good book, and a cup of tea beckoned. Yet, she had to be social. She’d prefer volunteering at their local animal rescue, Nine Lives Landing, but there all her companions would also walk on four legs.
No, she’d agreed to join Elaine’s cookout, and she wasn’t about to back out on a promise. Thankfully, things had improved somewhat on set.
A week had passed since her confrontation with Kathryn in the trailer and the power outage, and Hannah’s heart still raced whenever she recalled the moment the lights went out. She had barely registered Kathryn’s question about leaving the room or finding a way out of the darkness.
That would have been the most logical thing to do, but Hannah hadn’t been able to move; all her focus had rested on regulating her breathing. She’d been prepared for Kathryn to leave her alone in the void she’d tumbled into.
Instead, she’d nearly gasped when Kathryn not only stayed with her but also tried to distract her by talking about her friend’s cat.
Maybe Kathryn did remember their encounter, despite her pretending otherwise. Not that Hannah was about to acknowledge it either—how could she, after everything?
At any rate, their scenes had improved with both of them acting professionally, albeit with a polite distance. People always embraced Hannah’s facade. Kathryn, though? She just stared too long, like she saw something no one else did—something that made Hannah both want to lean in and to run. No one Hannah had ever met had even hinted at noticing the mask she wore.
But Kathryn saw through it, and that was the problem.
The memory of Kathryn’s kindness in the dark, a clear contrast to their usual hostility, inundated her with a fresh wave of confusion.
Hannah sighed and headed out of her apartment, almost stumbling over Bandit. “Oh, hey, baby.” She bent down and petted his head. “I gotta go, but I doubt it’ll be long.” She strode to the counter where she stored his treats and gave him a few morsels.
Bandit gobbled them up, purring.
“I’d much rather stay with you, but apparently, people need people to function or some such nonsense.”
Bandit meowed.
“I agree.”
Hannah straightened and grabbed her keys just as her phone rang. She groaned as her mother’s name flashed on the screen. “Hi, Mom.”
“Hi, sweetheart. How are you?”
“Same old.” Hannah gave Bandit one last pat on the head before heading to her car.
“How are things on set? Do you like the new show?” May asked.
“Yes, it’s great.”
“Good, good. I had a great feeling about it. When are you coming home for a visit? It’s been so long. June and August asked about you.”
And there it was: the eternal question. The unspoken answer was, her family was Kansas, and Hannah…wasn’t. Not that there was anything wrong with it; she loved her family. They were happy, cheerful people, full of love and affection for everyone.
It was as though they’d soaked up all the affection and goodwill available, leaving Hannah, the youngest, with only a few drops left at the bottom of the barrel.
“I’m not sure. Filming will take a few more months at least, and I might have a new project during the break before the next season starts.”
May sighed. “You’re always so busy. You work too hard, sweetheart. Life is more than work.”
Hannah bit her lower lip, trying to squash the deflated feeling always washing over her whenever she realized that her family didn’t understand her. Of course, this was a two-way street; she couldn’t argue that she fully understood them either.
“No worries. I made some new friends already, Mom. I’m actually on my way to a cookout at a colleague’s house.”
“Oh. Just a colleague or…” May left the insinuation hanging in midair, hovering so close, even Hannah could see it.
She suppressed a sigh. “She’s married to a man and twenty-five years older.”
“Well…maybe you’ll meet someone else.”
Hannah’s cheeks heated. “I’m not going there to date anyone.”
“Perish the thought.” May chuckled. “Anyway, let me tell you what happened to August the other day.” As her mother began, Hannah hmmed and ahhed along.
Their conversation concluded the moment Hannah drove up Elaine’s driveway. She exhaled a steady breath, tightening her hold on the steering wheel. She might as well get this over with.
Elaine opened the door after the first ring and ushered her inside.
Music and the smoky scent of burgers and hot dogs greeted Hannah, while laughter and the simple rhythm and nasal quality of country music drifted in from the living room. Through the open doorway, she spotted a few couples out on the patio, chatting and laughing, most dressed in casual jeans and T-shirts. A young woman in a sundress was showing a group of people pictures on her phone. Their faces lit up with amusement.
The coworkers who noticed her entry greeted her with smiles and waves, which she returned while bracing herself for running into Kathryn. But so far, she hadn’t seen her—the mixture of relief and disappointment surging through Hannah almost made her sway.
Jackson told her about his dog, Lucky, whom he had rescued during a recent trip to Hungary, where he spent most of his summers visiting family. Reeve joined them, talking about his role in a medical drama before he got cast on Broken Time .
“It was a lot of fun,” Reeve said with a sigh. “More action. Tighter bond. We were like brothers.”
“We got a little family going on here, too,” Jackson said.
Reeve shrugged. “The focus is more on Kat. The rest of us are background. On Med Evac , we were all important.”
“I don’t know about you, but I feel plenty important,” Jackson said.
Reeve’s expression shifted. “I guess you do.”
When Hannah turned around, her gaze zeroed in on Kathryn for the first time all afternoon, and she struggled to look away—clad in a crisp white shift dress, Kathryn stood by the beverage table chatting with Elaine.
Hesitant to draw their attention, she excused herself and headed for the bathroom. After washing her hands, Hannah glanced at her watch. She’d only been there for forty minutes, yet it felt like she’d run a gauntlet.
She straightened and looked at herself in the mirror. Her makeup held—no circles under her eyes. Maybe another hour. She should try to talk to a few more costars and continue avoiding Kathryn.
The last part of her plan failed as soon as she stepped out of the bathroom and ran into Kathryn. Literally.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were right there,” Hannah rushed out, stepping back, almost colliding with the closed bathroom door behind her.
“It’s fine,” Kathryn replied, her voice the raspy brogue Hannah both loved and hated.
Before Hannah could think of something else to say or excuse herself and walk away without being rude, she noticed Kathryn’s gaze lingering on her body.
Kathryn looked almost breathless, and Hannah’s gaze locked onto her mouth—white teeth worrying red lips.
When Kathryn’s perusal of her dress (her body) ended and their eyes met, Hannah’s heart thudded in her chest, and she had no idea how she managed to say, “I thought you didn’t like my face?”
“Didn’t know you were paying that much attention.”
Heat surged through Hannah, and she flushed, ducking her head. Why did they always default to this?
Elaine ended their silent staring contest. “Hey, stop blocking the bathroom. You know Hank’s punch runs right through you.”
Kat turned to Hannah. “He always mixes cheap vodka with a frozen limeade concentrate before adding several cans of energy drinks.”
“Gets you every time,” Elaine said with a fatalistic air. “Reeve usually spends half the evening in the bathroom.”
Hannah suppressed a grimace, glad she’d forgone the neon-green looking sludge earlier.
“No worries,” Kathryn said, a small smile once more dancing on her lips.
“All right. Come on, you two.” With that, Elaine dragged them back out into the living room.
Elaine was soon called over by Reeve. Hannah paid them no mind, too focused on the fact that she now stood there alone with Kathryn.
“I’m surprised you showed,” Kathryn said after a beat, having grabbed a new drink.
“Why wouldn’t I? It’s a lovely gathering.” Hannah forced herself not to fidget.
Kathryn took a sip of her glass containing a rich amber liquid. “I expected you’d have had enough of socializing and being around regular people all week, so you’d need to withdraw into your pod to recharge.”
Hannah stared at her, unsure how to react to the renewed needling. About to retort with a caustic comeback, Hannah noticed Kathryn’s hand tremble as she placed her glass on a side table.
Curious. Was she as thrown by all this as Hannah was? Of course, it was also possible Kathryn had simply imbibed too much of Hank’s punch.
“I must be around people every day to remember how to act like a regular human being. Otherwise, I revert to being a pod person, and that’s no fun for anyone.”
Kathryn’s brows shot up before she laughed. It sounded heartfelt, and some of tension in Hannah’s body drained away. “That explains a lot.”
Hannah tilted her head. “Are you always this charming?”
“With the right company, most definitely.” Kathryn gave a little bow.
Hannah stifled a snort. Maybe they weren’t as lost to each other as she’d thought. They had once connected so effortlessly, but sometimes Hannah feared that night at the ball had been nothing but a dream.





 Interlude 2 
 Freeing Flight 
  Two years earlier  
The overhead chandeliers shone almost too brightly on the mass of frolicking guests. The noise—a high-pitched din of laughter, clinking glasses, and overlapping conversations—made Hannah’s skin crawl. Combined with the thick cloud of cloying perfume hanging in the air, Hannah was on the verge of sensory overload.
This was a part of her job she hated.
It wasn’t a masquerade ball, but a suffocating cage of stiff suits and sequined gowns, clinging to their carefully crafted personas while drinking as if there was no tomorrow. They all hoped to impress the right people—never mind that no one knew who they were talking to.
Her agent, with her usual relentless optimism, had insisted tonight would be a golden opportunity.
“Anonymity is liberating,” she’d said. “People loosen up, reveal more than they usually do.”
Looking around her, Hannah scoffed internally. Tamara had never met tonight’s crowd.
She longed for a quiet evening instead.
A flash of red caught her eye, and her lips parted. The strain of this soirée lightened immediately at the sight of the most stunning and enthralling woman she’d ever seen. Hannah’s resentment over having to attend this ball evaporated with every confident stride the stranger took through the crowd.
She commanded attention, not just with the elegant silver jumpsuit hugging her curves but for the quiet assurance in her movements, pulling Hannah’s gaze like a magnet. A silver mask—smooth and featureless except for a pair of sparkling sapphire inserts framing her eyes—concealed the upper half of her face.
Still, Hannah was convinced she had never seen anyone more beautiful.
Her long auburn hair framed her face in loose curls, accentuating a strong jaw and wine-colored lips. The woman’s throaty laugh washed over Hannah, and those dimples were devastating.
She had to talk to her.
For once in her life, she extended all her charm to draw someone into her orbit, and the electric back-and-forth that followed left Hannah breathless—until a single comment had her sitting straighter.
“Now, tell me, why do you think cats are a pain?” Hannah asked, unable to prevent a small frown. She refused to believe this intriguing woman who understood her take on the stars could hate cats.
“I’ve been around enough cats. They are a lesson in boundaries and consent.”
“How is that a bad thing?” Hannah’s voice hardened.
“No, no. It’s not. They just… They do what they want, when they want it, and you can’t really train them unless they’re agreeable.”
“I find those traits refreshing.”
The woman smiled. “Maybe. But I’m not sure I’m devoted enough to put up with scratched-up furniture, surprise hairballs, and finding chalky footprints in places they shouldn’t be.”
“That’s fair. As long as you don’t hate them.”
“I don’t. Why? Would that make you run away?”
“Most definitely. I don’t trust people who hate cats. Or animals in general.”
The woman held her gaze. “That’s probably a good rule to live by.”
Hannah smiled. “Can you think of any other rule to live by?” She had never felt… almost greedy in her desire to learn everything about someone.
“Hmm. Never run out of coffee.”
“Oh? What happens if you do?”
“You get arrested.”
“Wait, what? Why? It’s not like there’s a law requiring us to always have coffee around, otherwise the coffee police will come after us.”
There it was again—that throaty, rough laugh that made Hannah’s stomach drop.
“Maybe there should be. I might have an unhealthy affinity for coffee. It fuels me. In fact, the world will turn dark and barren, devoid of hope and happiness, if we ever run out of coffee.”
Hannah blinked rapidly. “Yes, that does sound a bit like an unhealthy obsession.”
“Told you.”
Maybe it was the effortless way they fell into conversation, or how light Hannah felt around her. Either way, before she knew it, they were on the balcony—at her invitation, of all things.
How she’d found the nerve to utter such a bold statement—confessing her avid and lingering gaze all night on this woman—Hannah couldn’t tell. But here she stood with pure excitement lighting up her body.
“Are you always this forward?” the woman asked.
“When I want something, yes.” Hannah’s cheeks heated. She supposed it wasn’t a lie. Just because she’d never felt this way before didn’t make her statement incorrect.
The woman shifted.
For a moment, Hannah worried she’d gone too far, so she hurried to add, “I must confess, though, this is quite unusual for me.”
“The fact that you’ve spent hours talking to a stranger, that you want something, or that you’re going for it?”
Hannah’s eyes widened. “All of it.”
The woman chuckled. “Are you telling me, or are you asking for my confirmation?” she asked, her voice dropping to a deeper timbre.
Tension licked up her spine, and Hannah straightened. “I’m telling you.”
“How interesting. And what you want is me, here on the balcony? For what? Aren’t you afraid of what might happen in this secluded spot, away from the other guests?”
Hannah shook her head. The emotions running through her were definitely
not fear. “No. I feel like I already know you.”
The woman’s breath hitched, and she smiled. “I know the feeling.”
Joy rushed through Hannah. Perhaps she’d found a kindred spirit after all.





 Chapter 5 
 Rumors 
The Monday after the cookout, Ron called Hannah and Kat into his office. Kat, having calmed down from acting like an idiot around Hannah during the cookout (she blamed Hannah’s dress and Elaine’s coffee whiskey), almost bit her lip at Ron’s words.
“Are you joking?” she snarled. “How would anyone have heard about this?”
“So it is true! What’s going on, Kat? You’re usually so mature and reasonable,” Ron asked.
Hannah avoided Kat’s gaze.
“Nothing is going on. It’s all nonsense. I have no idea who could’ve leaked this to the press, but there’s no feud between Ms. Laine and me.”
“Right,” Hannah said, still looking at her shoes.
Kat glared at her, barely suppressing the urge to roll her eyes. Would it hurt her to act more convincingly?
“It doesn’t matter. The damage is done, even if it’s false, and I hope it is.” He glowered at them. “I’ve already spoken with QuantumStream, and they loved the idea of a promotional photo shoot where we’ll demonstrate your unity.
“Both of you will be the focal point, but we should also bring along Elaine and Jackson, maybe Reeve, too, to show an antagonist; but they can have their own little photo shoot another day, which will still allow us to release them as a connected series.”
“Reeve’s character isn’t an antagonist. He’s just an asshole,” Kat said.
“Yes, and it’s better the audience remembers that and forgets you’re a jealous diva who hates the new pretty hire.”

Here we go again.

“Hey!” Hannah straightened, now catching Ron’s gaze.
Kat glanced at her, unsure what exactly Hannah was protesting.
“You know people will perceive it like that, and you should at least be relieved it won’t negatively impact you,” Ron told Hannah.
“But it’s not fair. Why would Kathryn automatically be at fault in such a hypothetical spat?”
Kat went still, but something in her chest tightened.
Ron shrugged. “Because that’s how it goes. The story basically writes itself: ‘Aging lead actress tries to push out younger and beautiful costar.’”
“But that’s—”
“Yes, whatever. I don’t care. I need you guys to act right and get along. No one says you have to be besties who braid each other’s hair at sleepovers, or whatever you girls do together.”
“Girls ?” Kat’s voice dropped low, and she leaned forward.
Ron cleared his throat quickly. “The point is, if this show is to continue its success, we don’t want negative press. It will reflect poorly on you and cause people to dislike Lisa as a result. You don’t want that, right?”
“Right,” Kat ground out. She couldn’t tell him what she really thought.
“I’ve emailed the information about the upcoming shoot to Maddie. I’m sure she won’t mind helping you out on this one, too, Laine. You really need to get an assistant yourself.”
“I’ll look into it.” Another one of Hannah’s artificial smiles adorned her features, although this time, Kat had the impression her true response was closer to when hell freezes over .
“Good.” He turned to Kat. “You should check out the rumor mill online. It might make you appreciate more the need for intervention, Kat, especially given your past.”
Kat gritted her teeth. Why would anyone dig up such old tales?
“I know you don’t like doing promotions, but we need to get a handle on this while we still can.”
She stiffened. “Fine.”
“You know how the saying goes: where there’s smoke, there’s a bonfire,” Ron said as Kat suppressed a sigh and strode out of the office without another word. She only managed a few steps into the hallway before someone seized her arm. Spinning around, ready to tear into whoever it was, she froze.
Hannah stood in front of her, shifting from one foot to the other.
“Can we talk? Away from prying eyes.” She glanced around, her gaze drifting over the few curious onlookers loitering nearby.
Kat didn’t trust her voice or what she’d say if she could even form words, so she nodded and continued the trek to her trailer with Hannah at her heels.
She left the door open for Hannah, who followed right after and shut the door.
Kat, still caught up in her own rage, paced her small living space with Hannah standing silently at the door, wringing her hands.
After a minute passed without a word, Kat halted and rounded on Hannah. “What? You were the one who wanted to talk. So, talk!” Kat once again had to prevent herself from falling into Hannah’s eyes and drowning. She couldn’t go there again. Only misery and loss awaited her down this road.
“I’m sorry.”
“Did you spread this rumor?” Kat asked.
“Of course not!”
“Then what are you sorry for?”
Hannah huffed. “Isn’t it what people say in such situations?”
“You’re asking as a pod person again?”
“Obviously.” Hannah crossed her arms.
“Why are you getting defensive? You’re the one who brought this up or called yourself a pod person.”
“Excuse me? You accused me of being fake and insinuated with nearly every word that I’m not a normal human being.”
Kat tilted her head. “Interesting phrasing. Being fake doesn’t mean you’re not normal.”
“Whatever,” Hannah grumbled. She noticed her hands fidgeting and clasped them behind her back instead.
Kat let it go for now, making a mental note to revisit it later when she was alone. God, now she was making plans to ponder Hannah further. “Listen, why are you here?”
“Because you were so angry.”
“And we’re friends now because what? Because we get through our scenes without a million retakes?”
Hannah blew out a long breath. “Are you always this difficult? I’ve rarely encountered someone so volatile. And you’re older than I am.”
Kat exhaled sharply and dropped onto the couch. “Well, according to everyone, I’m an inch away from being an old crone.”
Hannah cringed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
Kat waved her off. “Sit?”
“I prefer—”
“Yes, yes, but I’d prefer you sit down so I don’t have to crane my neck to talk to you.”
Hannah tightened her hands but stiffly settled on the seat across from Kat.
“Age doesn’t bother me,” Kat said.
“Really?”
“Well, no. Professionally, sure. You know how it is. But from a personal perspective, I don’t mind. We all get older, if we’re lucky. There are distinct advantages to not being in your twenties or thirties anymore,” Kat said.
“Then why are you so upset by what Ron said? Or is it them scheduling a photo shoot? I know it sounds…difficult, especially with all our issues, but if it quells those rumors, it’ll be worth it. It’s actually a pretty good idea.”
Kat smiled. “We have so many issues between us that you followed me to my trailer to make sure I’m all right?”
Hannah flushed. “I wouldn’t go that far. But I thought that between the power outage and the cookout, we might have established something of a…truce. Or am I wrong?”
“I guess.” Despite their arguments tapering off, Kat wasn’t sure what to call whatever now lay between them. To her, “truce” didn’t capture it.
“Is it truly such a hardship not to treat me as if I pissed in your breakfast cereal?”
“I don’t eat cereal,” Kat deadpanned.
There was an eyeroll, but Hannah remained silent.
Kat sighed. “It’s complicated, but I shall accept a truce. At least for now.”
“For now? Do you expect things to escalate again?”
“I haven’t figured you out yet. You aren’t who you present yourself to be on set, so I’m not sure a truce is sustainable.” Not to mention, I know a different side of you.

“What? Do you think I’m a serial killer?”
Kat grinned. “A serial killer who pisses in cereal.”
Hannah groaned. “Please tell me you don’t love making terrible puns.”
“This was too easy. Besides, if I had such a habit, I’d be making great puns.”
“I’m sure.” Hannah’s gaze shifted, and she glanced at one of the small windows. “I’m different with you, though.”
“You are, yes. But it might also just be a defense mechanism.”
Hannah looked at Kat. “Why do you even want to know the real me?”
Really? Kat would have thought it obvious. On the other hand, she was the only one unsettled by her past showing up unannounced, so starkly different from what she recalled that she had begun to doubt her memory. “I didn’t say that. Just that I’m not sure we can keep up our current truce.”
“Do you always have to be acquainted with people to get along?”
“Of course not. I need to believe what they show me is real, and that’s not the case with you. What if the real you is awful?”
“Even now? And after…” Hannah shook her head.
Kat wasn’t sure what Hannah was getting at, but she wasn’t about to ask. They weren’t friends, and if Hannah wanted to say something, she could say it.
“I suppose you’re now the closest to being real in my vicinity since you joined the cast.”
“And that’s not enough?” Hannah asked.
“I don’t know. I must confess, I don’t know why your behavior irks me so much.” Aside from the obvious—which doesn’t matter since you forgot all about it .
“So it isn’t my face?”
“Well, there’s that, too.” Kat grinned.
Hannah narrowed her eyes. “I’m not sure why I even bother with you.”
Kat’s lips parted. How unexpected. “We’ve got that in common.”





 Chapter 6 
 Shifting Waters 
“Do you want to check out the online rumors like Ron suggested?” Hannah asked, not ready to leave Kathryn’s trailer yet.
Kathryn sighed. “Not particularly, but we probably should have an idea of what we’re up against.”
“What social media platforms do you use?”
“None.”
Hannah’s mouth opened, then closed it again, before blurting, “Excuse me? You’re joking, right?”
“I mean, I have one account, but I rarely use it. Let me see.” Kathryn retrieved her phone and, after a few swipes, showed it to Hannah.
“OK, let me look you up.” Hannah unlocked her phone and found Kathryn, releasing a soft chuckle. “You have two posts, and you created your account five years ago.”
Kathryn snorted. “Under duress. As I said, I’m not active.”
“There’s ‘not active’ and then there’s dead. ”
Kathryn huffed. “Hey! Remember when you called me rude? Yet…”
“You’re often quite rude.” Hannah scanned the search results. “You want me to read some to you?”
“Might as well.”
“‘Kathryn Johnson’s warpath to oust incoming castmate, Hannah Laine, over petty jealousy’” Hannah read aloud.
“Nice one,” Kathryn said.
“At least they didn’t mention… Oh. Never mind.” Hannah’s mouth tightened. Why was the media so obsessed with age and beauty—at least when it came to women?
“What is it?”
Hannah sighed. “The age thing.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s rude, and… Whatever. It doesn’t matter.” The thought of hurting Kathryn’s feelings bothered Hannah, likely more than it should.
Kathryn snatched the phone out of Hannah’s hand.
“Hey!”
“Well, you won’t read it to me.” Kathryn shrugged and read aloud. “Will aging diva Kat Johnson’s temper tantrums over the addition of stunning beauty Hannah Laine ruin Broken Time ?”
“Look who wrote it. He’s an asshole.”
Kathryn returned Hannah’s phone. “But it has the most reactions. It’s funny—aging and temper tantrum together like this. You don’t see that every day.” She sounded almost wistful.
“Such talk always gets more engagement. People thrive on drama, especially the nasty kind. You shouldn’t take it to heart.”
“Well, I am aging.”
“We all are, unless we’re dead.” Hannah ground her teeth. She hated Hollywood’s sole focus on physical appearance, despite it being a part of her job that usually favored her. For now.
“There’s that.”
“Let me follow you, and you should follow me back.”
“Huh?”
“On here. I will follow all the Broken Time cast. I should have done so already, but I’ve been neglecting social media a bit recently.”
“Won’t that look fake?”
“Maybe, but if we don’t, they’ll use it as proof we hate each other.” The media’s workings were so much easier to predict than people, as they only cared about sales. Drama and sex always sold best—one of the few bets Hannah would make.
Kathryn tapped on her phone.
“Be sure you’re following our other castmates, too.”
“Yes, Ms. Laine. I’m not that incompetent with social media.”
Hannah lowered her head to hide her smile. “You just hate it?”
“I don’t understand why it needs to be a part of the job. We’re already sharing so much of our lives. And then there’s the press and paparazzi. It’s hard sometimes to live your life in this town without being watched.”
“That’s part of the job, isn’t it?” Hannah wondered if Kathryn’s past media drama influenced her attitude. Not that Hannah would ever bring it up.
“Yes, but I don’t have to like it. And social media makes it worse. I get there are certain things you forfeit as a public figure, but social media’s a fishbowl, and it makes my life even more scrutinized.”
Hannah tilted her head, taking in Kathryn—the hardening lines of her face, how she pushed her chin forward, as if bracing for defiance.
“But you only share what you want to share. It’s the biggest benefit of social media. You have your own account. Other media outlets will write and share what they wish about you, but on your account, you can speak your truth. Fans like it,” Hannah said.
“What if I don’t want to share my truth? Fans, they…don’t know me, and why should they have a right to me just because I’m an actress?”
“Oh, believe me, I’m right there with you. I’m not advocating sharing intimate bits of your life with the public. I meant you control the narrative and choose the story you tell. When in history have we had such an opportunity before?”
“I guess I never looked at it that way. It always seems so intrusive. Like if I let them in, they’ll devour me, and what would be left of me then?” Kathryn’s gaze was unfathomable.
Heat rushed through Hannah, and she had to look away.
She couldn’t imagine anything diminishing Kathryn Johnson.
 ~ ~ ~ 
On Friday, Hannah took a break from people—sitting on her couch with Bandit curled up against her, his claws hooked into her pants leg. She needed a moment to collect herself.
She loved acting, but the situation with Kathryn occupied more of her mental space than she wanted. And since they had to work closely together, it would remain her default setting for a while. At least until they reached a sustainable understanding that also accounted for their past.
Plus, after reading the proposed setup, she dreaded the photo shoot planned for next Saturday, too.
Hannah sighed and pulled out her phone. She opened her email account and tensed at the email Tamara had marked urgent . They’d just talked two days ago, and everything had been all right.
She opened it, scanning quickly, her lips parting. Apparently, the fallout over the rumors about Kathryn and her was worse than she’d thought.
More headlines:



Diva shake-up on the set of Broken Time






Kat Johnson out to ruin a hit show






Let the catfight commence! On-set feud heating up



Hannah scoffed. Couldn’t they come up with something new besides this trite crap?
And now QuantumStream had placed the show on their cancelation risk list. How utterly unfair. Sure, ratings had dipped, but wasn’t any press good press?
“Fuck,” Hannah muttered into the silent room. Now the photo shoot couldn’t come fast enough.
Untangling herself from a grumbling Bandit, she rose and began pacing. Was this something she needed to tell Kathryn? But what if she ended up treating Hannah differently as a result?
No. Hannah wouldn’t accept a fake reconciliation or Kathryn being nice out of obligation.
Bandit meowed, snaking around her legs, halting her pacing.
Hannah sighed and bent to pick him up, burying her face in his soft fur, letting his rhythmic purring wash over her.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The negative press only grew over the weekend—Hannah stopped reading when a headache bloomed behind her temples.
Much like Kathryn had predicted, Hannah’s plan for them to follow each other on social media had backfired.





As if anyone believes that.






It only proves the rumors.


Kat is never on social media, and suddenly she follows her new hot costar? Please.






Nothing but spin. Try fooling someone else.



Kathryn’s character was stoic and closed off and struggled with emotional connections. A small but vocal part of the audience had already labeled Lisa an unfeeling cold fish. The rumors of their catfight (Hannah gritted her teeth) had only made the sentiment grow.
How utterly unfair.
And yet, there was nothing to do about it. Some battles weren’t worth even getting up for.
Hannah called it an early night—tomorrow’s filming would start at the crack of dawn.
 ~ ~ ~ 
By the time Monday rolled around, Hannah welcomed the distraction of work—on set, she could focus on something other than the internet’s endless noise.
They filmed a high-tension scene where their characters escaped from an overly curious ancestor of one of their clients who had set a trap for them. A large crowd had gathered to watch the filming—a novel experience for Hannah.
After Ron called cut, Kathryn turned to Hannah with an impish grin.
She leaned closer and whispered, “Good thing this didn’t work. I’d have hated an episode trapped in 1920 Scotland, sitting in a bog until I turned into a swamp witch. Can you imagine what all the humidity would do to my hair?”
Hannah laughed, almost startled by this unexpected but welcome moment of camaraderie.
“That was so awesome!” Elaine exclaimed, clapping and dancing on the spot. “Oops.” She laughed as her phone slipped from her pocket.
Kathryn shot her an amused look. “I don’t get how you even have the time and energy to watch the shoots.”
“Well, I’m not the lead, so I don’t have as many scenes as you guys, but I’m still here all day sometimes.” Elaine shrugged. “It’s a good way to spend my time. I actually like this show.”
“I never said I didn’t,” Kathryn said.
“Defensive much? I wasn’t implying anything. Just answering your question. Why are you so grumpy all of a sudden?”
Kathryn rolled her shoulders. “I’m not. It’s just been a lot.”
“True. I’m sorry about the press. People suck.”
“That they do.”
Hannah agreed. People did suck.
And it was unfair that they put everything on Kathryn. Yet she saw no way to help—not that Kathryn would want or allow her assistance. At least the cast had Kathryn’s back.
That was something, too.





 Chapter 7 
 Agitation 
Kat pulled up her chair in front of her computer and sat down. Leave it to Sally to catch it—if her agent hadn’t flagged the email, Kat would’ve been the last to know about the new leak from set. Sally had written, You might have an enemy on set, but also a friend. Check out the links, too.

How a friend could be responsible for not only taking the picture but also sending it to the media—along with details about their current shoot—was beyond Kat. How would this help? So what if they were laughing in a picture? No one was naïve enough to see it as anything more than spin, even if it was a genuine moment of…something.
She clicked on Sally’s links and, at first, only blinked owlishly at the screen. She kept scrolling, but yes, no doubt—picture after picture of fans photoshopping images of Kat and Hannah into different historical moments.
The first one depicted them clinging to an early automobile in The Great Race of 1908, looking determined yet playful while they cheered each other on with a caption of, We’ll make it to Paris!

The second image showed them side by side at a women’s suffrage rally. Hannah held up a sign reading, Votes for Women! while Kat stood next to her with a similar sign: And coffee, too! She supposed her affinity for the beverage wasn’t a secret.
Another one had added the leaked picture into the John Trumbull painting, Signing of the Declaration of Independence . They were peeking out from behind a Founding Father, with Kat seeming to whisper something funny to Hannah, who was laughing.
The last one depicted Hannah as a weary but amused laborer who hauled a giant stone up a hill toward the Great Pyramids, while Kat pushed her on with a mischievous grin.
The pictures were well-done and showed them wearing outfits appropriate to the respective time period, much like they would have on the show.
Kat shook her head. For all that social media could annoy her, the internet amazed her. Her phone rang, and with a smile, she answered. “Hi, Liz. How are you?”
“I’m fine. How are you? That’s quite the picture out there of you and Ms. Laine.”
Kat pinched the bridge of her nose. “I assume the grasshopper already found it?”
“Indeed. Claudia has been quite scandalized by all the recent rumors about a catfight between the intrepid Lisa Darnell and her new partner.”
“Of course.”
“So, what’s going on?”
“Nothing sordid. I might have been a bit rude to her, and, well, Hannah pushed back. Someone must have overheard one of our arguments and leaked it.”
“On purpose? With what end?”
“I don’t know, but it’s gotten us into quite some trouble. We got this unity photo shoot Saturday to show I’m not a raging asshole.”
“Oh, Kat. I’m so sorry. How are you holding up?”
“I’m OK, mostly. It’s all so frustrating, and you know how much I love marketing and social media. A photo shoot to boot.”
Liz sighed. “You can do this. It’s been a long time.”
“Of course. Not like it’s the first one or anything. I don’t know. I’m silly for still letting the decades-old drama affect me like this.”
“It was a rough betrayal at the worst possible time in your life. Most people wouldn’t be able to dissociate the events.”
“Whatever. Honestly, I want to ignore it, but Sally and Maddie have been saying I need to be more proactive.”
“They have a point.”
“Won’t it blow over?” Kat almost pouted.
“Eventually, sure, but how much damage will it do to you and the show in the meantime?”
“That’s what they say, too.”
“Listen to your people.”
“I am. I mean, I’m doing this dumb photo shoot tomorrow. Hopefully, it will settle things. Hannah had the bright idea that connecting on social media would help, but just as I expected, people aren’t buying it.”
“You might have to do more damage control than just the photo shoot.”
“Ugh, what else?”
“Well, the leaked picture mixed with the story about the show and how you guys are working together is a good start. Did it come from the show’s marketing team?”
“No clue. I was wondering if Darla or Ron might have leaked it as some sort of scoop, trying to smooth things, but I don’t know. Sally loves it, though. She also showed me pictures fans have created, where they put Hannah and me in various historical situations.”
“It’s a good start, especially if the show’s fanbase reacts positively. Just be prepared to do more. People love buying into the idea of two women hating each other when they’re seen as competition.”
“But we aren’t competing!”
“People won’t see it like that. So keep that in mind.”
“I hate this!”
“You don’t have to keep acting, you know. Have you thought some more about why you’re unhappy?” Liz asked.
“When? With all this drama, and then Hannah… It’s been a lot.”
“I get it. Just don’t fall into the trap of postponing something just because it’s hard or you really don’t want to do it.”
“Yes, yes. So, did Claudia ever spill who her favorite character on the show is?”
Liz laughed. “Of course not.”
“Ugh. I tried to finagle it out of her at the Christmas Charity, but she was too shy back then.”
“You’ll survive. Besides, she hasn’t seen your new partner on screen yet. Who knows, maybe she will gain a new favorite character.”
Kat’s mouth fell open. “Now, that’s uncalled for. But you know, you also revealed that Lisa is her favorite character.” She preened a little.
Liz laughed. “I did no such thing. I was speaking generally, though I’m sure she doesn’t hate Lisa.”
“You know, with friends like you, I don’t need enemies.”
“I love you, Kat.”
“I love you, too, Liz.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
A few hours later, Kat prowled through her house, about to pace a hole into the floor, before finally seeking refuge in her darkroom. Digital had its place, sure—but film? Film was truth. It was permanence.
She’d learned it as a kid in her best friend’s father’s darkroom, the smell of chemicals and the glow of red light grounding her in ways nothing else could. Back then, and still now, this room was a sanctuary.
Kat stood under the red safelight and pulled a small box from a drawer, running her fingers over the lid before prying it open.
Inside, rolls of undeveloped film lay nestled together, untouched for years. A familiar hesitation settled in her chest, but tonight, she didn’t let herself stop. She selected one at random, snapping on her gloves and setting up the chemicals with practiced efficiency.
As she worked, the rhythmic motion of the process steadied her. Snipping the leader, loading the film onto the reel, sealing the tank. Agitate. Wait. Drain. Pour. Repeat.
Kat recalled the last time she’d done this, developing old photos Elaine had found in her house during a big cleanup. The pictures were of Elaine’s children when they were young, and Kat remembered the look on her face, the way Elaine had almost cried when Kat handed her the pictures. It had been a gift, a way to hold onto something precious.
But this—this was different. This was her own past, her own pain staring back at her.
When she finally hung the film to dry, Kat paused, her gaze locked on the curling strips of film as if seeing them for the first time.
The realization of what she’d done, of what she was about to unearth, hit her like a train. She almost recoiled, the weight of those memories pressing down on her—like gravity had doubled, dragging her down with it.
Without another thought, she fled the darkroom, carefully ensuring no light would enter.
Over the next twenty-four hours, she would have to decide whether to confront the images and the memories they held or to quietly store them away, adding them to the collection of mementos in her study, a room she rarely entered, full of heirlooms from a life long gone.
Either way, she would have to face them, if only to bury them again.
Her home was decorated with a mix of colorful and black-and-white nature shots from her travels—cascading waterfalls, the Cassiopeia constellation, towering sequoia trees, a teetering bridge over a wild forest, all framed in sleek metal—yet the only images of her family hung in her study.
She considered filling an album with these new images and tucking it away in the study. But if she did, she’d have to look at them—those faces, those moments frozen in time.
What if they showed her laughing with her grandmother or baking rum cake with her mother? What if it was the roll with her grandmother tending the garden or sorting through her late grandfather’s reclaimed wood art? Whatever they contained, those faces would stare back at her, and she wasn’t sure she was ready to see them.





 Chapter 8 
 Unity 
On the day of the photo shoot, Hannah arrived early at the studio, rushing to one of the dressing rooms since Maddie had said she’d leave their outfits there. For once, she’d arrived at the studio before Kathryn.
As soon as she entered, she froze, gaping at the dresses hanging on the wall under a clear plastic garment bag. Her fingers trembled as she traced the attached sticky notes bearing their names.
When she’d suggested the photo shoot might be a good idea, she hadn’t fully grasped what it entailed. While both dresses were gorgeous, they were also…a lot.
The dove-blue gowns were beautiful—the color supposedly chosen to emphasize unity and togetherness, though she wasn’t sure how; color theory was not her expertise or interest. The fabric, a smooth, luxurious chiffon, shimmered in the studio’s light, its delicacy creating an illusion of weightlessness.
She tore off the plastic, and the real problem became clear as her gaze trailed the elegant A-line silhouette down to the midriff. There, the two dresses merged, connected by a hidden panel extending into a shared train.
Hannah’s stomach dropped. This wasn’t a photo shoot; it was a commitment ceremony...in chiffon.
The connection would permit some independent movement of the upper torsos, but it would restrict such mobility from the waist down. Worst of all, they would have to get dressed together. It was impossible to separate and reattach the dresses. They had a single strap, with the band on opposing sides from each other. Hannah congratulated herself on wearing a corset, having anticipated the dress might lack the support she needed.
She stood motionless, staring at the gowns, internally cursing whoever had leaked their issues to the press and landed her in this mess. But there was no way out—certainly not if she wanted to help ensure Broken Time avoided a shortened season or, worse, cancelation. Hannah had just joined the show, and she wanted this role.
Still lost in rumination, she started when Kathryn appeared at her side. She hadn’t even heard the door open.
“You look a bit thunderstruck. Are you all right?”
Hannah tore her gaze away from the dresses and turned to face Kathryn, hiding her surprise at seeing her dressed so casually—or, at least, she thought she had.
“You can stop judging me. This is my day off, and it’s already been a lot. Bad enough I have to come to the studio for a photo shoot that will probably make me look like a chia pet. Not to mention, the chances of me falling on my ass in this monstrosity are quite high.”
Hannah snorted. Their contentious interactions had made her forget how funny Kathryn could be.
“I’m not judging you for that, and I doubt Laney will make you resemble a chia pet. But I’d rather you stay on your feet—this design will likely have me joining you on the floor a second later.”
Kathryn’s gaze shifted from the dresses to Hannah and back. She seemed to be weighing her options—was the fall worth it if it took Hannah down, too? The flicker of mischief in Kathryn’s eyes suggested as much.
“Point taken. Don’t think I didn’t notice the ‘for that’ part of your statement. What are you judging me for?”
Hannah shrugged. “I’m not the judgmental one.” While not entirely true—Hannah was quite judgmental—she hadn’t shown it around Kathryn yet.
“Good point. Are you ready to let them mess with your hair and face? I saw Kerry and Laney setting up in the makeup room before I came in here.”
“Sure. Might as well get it over with. This way, I can get back to Bandit and my weekend plans.” Plans which included cuddling up on the couch with her cat and playing the ridiculous family tree game she’d recently become obsessed with.
“Bandit?”
“Bandit’s my cat,” Hanna said, brows creasing.
“Oh.”
She’d only adopted him a year ago, so it wasn’t something she would have mentioned at the ball.
“Let’s go.”
They headed to get their makeup and hair done. First, they had to undress and put on robes over their undergarments to avoid messing up their hair and makeup before donning the dress.
Laney and Kerry worked on them for close to an hour, filling the room with the floral scent of makeup mingling with the chemical odor of hairspray.
Hannah wished Laney had made Kathryn look like a chia pet. Instead, she emerged more hauntingly beautiful than ever, making Hannah’s chest constrict. She must be losing her mind—her heart pounded every time she glanced at Kathryn, as if she’d just finished a strenuous match of squash.
Laney had outdone herself, dubbing Kathryn’s look Auburn Whisper—fitting, considering she left Hannah speechless. Kathryn’s fiery auburn hair hung just above her shoulders, with loose waves framing her face. A few sun-kissed highlights provided depth and richness. Her style was effortless, almost carefree, and it reflected the flow of her garment.
Kathryn always looked beautiful. In fact, Hannah preferred how she’d looked before she sat down in her makeup chair. Laney had transformed Kathryn into Kathryn Johnson, the actress. Larger than life, stunning, unreachable, and so flawless it made it difficult to even look at her, much less having to get dressed right next to Kathryn.
It made Hannah twitch, and her gaze dropped to the floor.
Once they were done, they headed to the dressing room to get changed—an excruciating and embarrassing moment Hannah tried to erase from her memory immediately.
Afterward, Torben requested they pose in the time travel room, which featured the lab at Anachron Agency. The place buzzed with a faint, electric energy. Every surface shimmered futuristically: sleek chrome walls reflecting the harsh studio lights, and control panels glowing an eerie green. In the center of the room stood the time machine itself, a marvel of impossible angles, glowing conduits, and touchscreen surfaces.
It resembled a giant, metallic spider preparing to leap through time. The air was sterile and cool, a stark contrast to the warmth of the studio lights. Despite the futuristic appearance, the quiet buzz of overhead lights gave the illusion that something powerful might be ticking beneath the surface.
In the first shoot, Torben asked them to interact with the time machine, pretending to get ready for a new mission.
Hannah and Kathryn stood side-by-side in front of it, arms raised and hands reaching toward a holographic display showing a swirling time vortex. The imagery always reminded Hannah of the gigantic lava lamp her sister used to have as a teenager.
“I want you to show concentration. You’re thrilled to be here, working at Anachron. I need you to show your passion for time travel.” Torben raised his camera.
Hannah nodded and slipped into her role, watching Kathryn do the same. Their expressions, practiced yet vibrant, conveyed the focus and excitement Torben had asked for, as the shared train flowed dramatically behind them, echoing the whirling time vortex.
“Great, perfect. Hannah, keep looking at Kathryn like that.” Torben’s camera clicked rapidly.
Kathryn’s wide-eyed gaze found Hannah.
Hannah’s chest tightened and her breathing grew shallow. She wished she could blame the corset beneath her dress but Kathryn—clad in this outfit, standing so close and looking at her with an intensity reminiscent of their all-too-brief moment on the balcony—almost made her sway.
“Perfect, I love it! Like something just went wrong.” He took more pictures. “All right, onto the next pose.”
“How do you want us?” Hannah asked, refraining from clasping her hands behind her back to steady herself. Why was this so awkward?

“Hannah, please stand with your hand resting on a control panel. Your gaze needs to be fixed on that holographic map of the different timelines. Kat, you stand behind her and place a hand on her shoulder as a silent communication of trust and support. Your posture should exude confidence and collaboration.”
“Because that’s how the show works,” Kathryn muttered.
“Come again? Anything wrong?” Torben asked.
“All good. No worries.” Hannah eyed Kathryn, hoping to convince her to play nice.
“Don’t talk for me,” Kathryn ground out. “Torben, this isn’t how we interact on the show. We don’t spend much time in the lab working on the machine. We’re in and out, jumping from here to whatever time we need to go to.”
“No worries. People aren’t concerned with that. They just want pretty props and pretty people, and we’ve got both right here.” He grinned.
Kathryn’s eyes narrowed, and she opened her mouth, but then her gaze snapped back to Hannah, who had placed a hand on her arm.
“Let’s get this done, OK?” Hannah stiffened at her own uncharacteristically forward move.
They were not the types to calm each other with touch. They usually mostly irked one another. But the photo shoot was difficult; Hannah struggled to resist tearing through the train connecting them and hightailing it out of there.
And now, instead of getting things done quickly, Kathryn felt the need to argue with Torben and prolong her state suspended in this fashion limbo.
Kathryn seemed as transfixed in the moment as Hannah felt. She nodded slowly, her gaze flickering to Hannah’s hand on her arm before she shifted away.
A shaky breath escaped Hannah’s lips as she fought to calm herself down.
They assumed their positions, and a shiver traveled down Hannah’s spine when she touched the control panel’s cool metal.
Torben snapped more pictures while the heat of Kathryn’s hand on Hannah’s shoulder seared through the fabric—excitement wrangling with frustration.
Hannah couldn’t understand how she could be so exasperated by someone while also craving their nearness, her heart racing and her skin heating just because Kathryn looked at her too long or touched her shoulder.
She must be going out of her mind.
“Good. Now, after the next pose, I want to shoot a short video of you walking together. You’ll have to be in sync for my idea to work, but it should look awesome. Now, I need you to step back a little. Each of you will activate a different panel on the time machine. While your movements are independent, the flowing cape will continue to connect you visually. The idea is to highlight your diverse skills and how you work together to achieve your goals.”
“Sounds good,” Hannah said.
Kathryn grumbled something under her breath but played along until they finished the shoot.
“Great. We got some fantastic pics. I loved how you guys remained so aware of each other and held eye contact. It’ll work out perfectly. Now, let’s shoot the video.”
Kathryn bumped slightly into Hannah, who’d been distracted by Torben’s claims. She hadn’t kept eye contact with Kathryn throughout the shoot. Had Kathryn?
Hannah shook her head at herself and followed Torben’s directions.
They began to walk slowly forward, their steps synchronized as if their minds were one. Resistance is futile echoed in Hannah’s mind in a deep, mechanical chorus. For a second, she nearly slipped out of her role, picturing pallid faces and black metal tubes.
Meanwhile, the shared train billowed behind them—she could feel its pull, imagine the sweep of vibrant blue across the gun-metal gray floor.
“Perfect. I love it!” Torben exclaimed after stopping the camera. He thanked them and packed up his equipment while Hannah and Kathryn shuffled back toward the dressing room to escape their forced proximity. While the fabric was soft and almost floated against her skin, the nearness meant she felt Kathryn’s body heat, which only increased her own.
When they were done, Hannah once more avoided looking at Kathryn while getting undressed, yet the lasting silence between them gnawed at her like an itch beneath her skin. When Kathryn reached behind her to unzip the dress, Hannah flushed and almost toppled.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Hannah asked.
Kathryn grunted. “All this forced eye contact and the ‘pretty props’ and ‘pretty people’ comment. It’s always the same with these damned photo shoots.” She yanked at her dress when it got stuck.
Hannah didn’t know what to say, but after another moment of stillness, a soft “yeah” tumbled from her lips.





 Chapter 9 
 Curveball 
Kat gritted her teeth as she once more found herself stuck in traffic on her way home. The sweet scent of Hannah’s perfume lingered in her nostrils, and with nothing else to focus on, her mind replayed the photo shoot—stuck on the wonder that Kerry had created.
She sighed. Not that Hannah needed anything special to stand out, but after Kerry had finished with Hannah’s makeup, Kat had felt like an ugly sea urchin next to her.
It wasn’t even about age; she doubted she’d feel any different if she were as old as Hannah.
The dressing room had been its own form of torture—the lively chatter, the droning hairdryers, the metallic clanging of makeup utensils being picked up and dropped back down again. It all rattled through Kat’s skull, adding a slight headache to her sleep deprivation.
Kerry had titled Hannah’s look “Golden Cascade,” and it sure had blinded Kat. Long, blonde curls tumbled down her back, cool skin touched with pink blush, and champagne eyeshadow that shimmered when she moved. As if Kat’s mood had needed more souring.
Not enough—beyond the lack of sleep, caffeine refusing to kick in, and the photo shoot itself—there had been those damn dresses.
Kat tightened her grip on the wheel, flicking her imaginary lighter, longing to set the world on fire.
The connected gowns had made getting dressed in front of each other unavoidable. Why they hadn’t been designed with detachable links was beyond Kat.
There she’d stood, half-naked, feeling like the vile detritus someone had scraped off their shoe. Kat didn’t suffer from self-esteem issues, and she rarely felt self-conscious around others, but Hannah Laine was on another level.
While pressing herself into her dress like an overstuffed sausage, she’d tried valiantly not to notice—or care about—Hannah’s smooth skin and curves, which made her heart race and her palms grow clammy. She’d ducked her head, pretending to adjust a seam to hide the heat crawling up her cheeks. She really needed to get laid.
With a muttered curse, she honked to wake up the driver in front of her.
Hannah, meanwhile, had been both stoic and shy. She’d made a conscious effort to offer Kat as much privacy as possible, steadfastly refusing to even look at her—which somehow had made it worse. Her sweet demeanor drove Kat to the brink of frustration, making her want to bang her head against the nearest wall. This entire mess couldn’t end fast enough.
She had hoped to be used to Hannah’s presence by now, to have let this all go. Kat couldn’t fathom why Hannah still left her restless and exposed, or why she kept harping on the disconnect between the person Hannah pretended to be and who she really was.
Why did it matter to Kat?
Worse, Hannah persisted in seeking her out when she should be avoiding her.
That thought chased Kat’s mind back to Hannah’s claim—that she acted differently when it was just the two of them. Maybe she was right. Or maybe Kat just had the tendency to act like an ass around her.
Perhaps she should invite her for a cup of coffee as a peace offering. But no, she hated sending mixed messages. She’d find a more subtle way to apologize. For now, she intended to enjoy the rest of her weekend, free from obligation—once she survived this gridlock.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The week following their photo shoot passed without any major incident, and their scenes ran smoothly. The two cast shoots released on Friday were a hit—no one would have guessed they were shot separately. Fans raved about the character dynamics and the beautiful setting, and they also enjoyed getting some behind-the-scenes glimpses.
At the same time, another leak emerged, this one discussing a dramatic upcoming scene where Lisa rescues Carla from being stranded in the past. It detailed how well Kat and Hannah worked together.
Instead of spoiling the plot, though, the leak only aroused interest. This benefitted the show, and especially Kat, whose reputation had taken the biggest hit from the original rumors: in reporting on the leak, some of the more gossip-driven outlets even dredged up Kat’s falling out with Morgan from fifteen years ago.
It all seemed like a win, which Sally had confirmed during their weekend call. So, Kat wasn’t prepared for the news Ron shared on Tuesday when he once again called both her and Hannah to his office.
“Any questions?” Ron asked.
“Will it just be us attending the live streaming event?”
“Yes, but if it’s well received, we could make it a monthly thing where different actors of the show connect with fans to answer their questions.
“QuantumStream noticed the uptick in interest around our show, and they want us to capitalize on it. In hindsight, the first leak might have been a blessing.”
Kat shook her head, too focused on keeping her dread in check to bother correcting Ron. “How long will it last?” she managed.
Conventions and galas were one thing, but a last-minute live stream with Hannah—after everything—made her break out in a cold sweat.
“At least an hour, but if you guys are having fun, by all means, keep on chatting. Like I said, the proceeds will go to a charity of your choice, so be sure you update Maddie on what you are choosing because I’ve asked her and Angie to handle the setup.”
“And this is happening next Saturday? Why so soon?” Kat asked.
“You’re supposed to iron the metal when it’s still steaming.”
“Strike the iron while it’s hot,” Kat ground out, unable to ignore two mangled idioms in a row.
Hannah bit back a laugh.
“Anyway, Hannah, let me know if you need any help. I’m always here for you.” He smiled at her.
“Thank you. That’s very kind of you, but I’m sure I can work something out with Kathryn. Besides, Maddie and your assistant should be great resources, so we should be fine.”
“All right. Just remember my door’s always open for you.”
Hannah nodded, while Kat had to force herself not to gag. He was so obvious it hurt, never realizing he was barking up the wrong tree.
They left the office together, both heading for their respective trailers as they had a few more scenes coming up later. Halfway there, Hannah paused.
“Have you ever done a live streaming event?”
“No.”
“It’s not too bad.”
“What makes you think I’m worried?” Kat bit her lower lip, not wanting to let her ill-temper out on Hannah, but she also needed to be alone.
“You went a little pale when Ron first mentioned it.”
“I’m not fond of how the show currently takes over my life. That’s another weekend ruined.”
“Oh, did you have plans? It sucks this one leak has caused so much drama, but at least things are heading in the right direction.”
“I guess.” Kat sighed. “And no, there are no plans. I really enjoy the art of doing nothing.”
Hannah let out a quiet laugh—one Kat most certainly did not find charming—or shouldn’t under the current circumstances.
“I know the feeling. There’s nothing like staying home and relaxing with Bandit next to me.”
Kat gazed at her, trying to picture her on a couch, relaxing with her cat. She still struggled to put Hannah and the word relax in the same category. Stranger things indeed, she supposed.
“Yes, though I don’t have a pet.” What are you going on about? “Anyway, I gotta get going.”
Kat nodded at Hannah, who returned her gesture and turned the other way toward her own trailer while Kat picked up her stride and turned left, vacillating between getting more sleep or doing yoga; the latter could help quell her nerves.
She shut the door behind her and exhaled, tension still riding her shoulders. Kat grabbed her tablet in search of a yoga routine, hoping the mindfulness she usually found in her exercises would chase away the shadows lingering in her mind.





 Chapter 10 
 Through the Vortex 
Saturday arrived faster than expected, and this time, when Hannah got to the studio, Kathryn was already present, chatting with crew members setting up the tech for the event. They decided to do the live stream with their time travel machine set as the background as an additional bonus for the fans.
So far, over ten thousand people had signed up. Maddie, acting as the chat administrator, would select questions from the ones fans sent in online, weeding out the ones no one wanted to answer. Ron’s assistant would play the moderator.
They dressed in their on-screen clothes, then went through makeup and hair until it was almost time for the event to begin. The screen of the gigantic TV hanging above their chairs came to life.
A dazzling sight greeted viewers as the live stream opened: the set of Broken Time . The iconic time travel machine, a whirring marvel of technology, stood bathed in green and purple light, occupying the center stage behind Kathryn and Hannah.
“Welcome, my fellow time travelers and history buffs!” Angie started the live stream. “I hope you’re as excited about today’s ‘Time Travel Q&A: Through the Vortex,’ as we are. Joining us are the legendary Kathryn Johnson, who you all know as Lisa Darnell, our daring time travel agent, and her new partner, Carla Thompson, played by the lovely Hannah Laine. Welcome, ladies!”
Kathryn and Hannah greeted everyone and waved at the camera.
“The internet is buzzing with excitement after your recent photo shoot. Let’s watch a clip from it, shall we?”
“Sounds exciting.” Hannah put on her most charming act, which didn’t come as easily today. She had to stop herself several times already from fiddling with the microphone attached to her blazer.
“Sure. It was quite the event,” Kathryn said, and this time, she was on.
This was the Kathryn Johnson Hannah was used to seeing. She gazed at Kathryn, mesmerized by the startling transformation, before she quickly refocused on the screen, which played a prerecorded clip of them playfully posing around the time machine. The video showed their banter and showcased their newfound camaraderie as they worked.
Torben had asked them to act as if they were best friends, excited about seeing the time machine. Hannah had wondered what it was for, as it didn’t reflect their on-screen relationship.
“Wow. It looks like you guys had a blast. How was it to work with those connected dresses? Were you worried you’d fall?”
“It was a lot of fun. Torben, our photographer, has an excellent eye for detail. The photos came out looking amazing. I was worried I’d fall on my face, but Hannah reminded me that if I fell, she would too, so I tried my best.”
“Oh, that would have been a disaster. Good thing you ladies remained steady.” Angie laughed and turned to Hannah. “What about you?”
“It was fun, for sure, and I appreciate Kathryn’s willingness to help me not kiss the floor. The gowns were stunning, and what a marvelous idea it was.” She once more smiled at the camera, her hands folded on her crossed knees.
“What about working together?”
Kathryn leaned toward Hannah, whose eyelids fluttered when she inhaled a whiff of Kathryn’s earthy perfume.
Wobbling slightly, Hannah barely resisted the urge to lean in, and instead focused on Angie.
“It was great. Hannah brings a fresh energy to the set, and we had a great time together.”
“Absolutely! Learning from Kathryn’s experience on the show has been invaluable, and we share a lot of laughs off-screen too.” Hannah smiled at Kathryn, who responded with a dazzling smile of her own, almost leaving Hannah breathless.
“A question from Marie in England. She wants to know, ‘What’s the most challenging historical period you’ve encountered on your time travels?’ Kat, how about you take a stab at that one, since you’ve been around for a while?”
“Hmm, let’s see. The episode dealing with the Salem witch trials was hard. The strict social norms of seventeenth-century Salem were rough, especially for women. We needed to portray our characters within these limitations while still conveying their agency and personalities.”
“Was that the episode with the guy haunted by a family legend with conflicting stories about what happened to their ancestor?” Angie asked.
“Oh, I liked that one,” Hannah said.
“Were you a fan before joining the show?”
“I enjoyed watching it, yes. To be honest, working alongside Kathryn was a big draw for me to join Broken Time . I’ve admired her work since first seeing her in Accidental Detective .”
Kathryn’s mouth parted slightly, and her professional persona slipped a moment before her mask shuttered back down.
The brief crack in the woman’s demeanor almost stupefied Hannah. How she still longed to see the Kathryn from the ball again. She schooled her features before she could get caught staring.
“The episode Kathryn mentioned was exceptionally well-done. The cast excelled at portraying the fear, paranoia, and desperation gripping Salem during the witch trials. It required nuanced performances, and they all delivered. A great episode all around,” Hannah said, trying to refrain from gazing at Kathryn.
“It looks like the fans agree, based on their comments about the episode. All right, let’s get a question for Hannah. It’s from Jonathan in Sweden.” Angie waved at the camera “Hi, Jonathan! He wants to know what we can expect from your character’s journey this season and beyond?”
“I’m unsure of how much forward I can go, as we’re still filming season four.” Hannah laughed. “But let’s see. Carla is a very positive and almost bubbly person, so she contrasts nicely with Lisa.”
“Lisa is blinded by so much sunshine coming her way,” Kathryn drawled, once more leaning closer to Hannah.
She smiled, feeling ridiculously pleased by Kathryn’s wit and seeming comfort, even if it distracted her own focus. She reminded herself that they were on the clock, and none of it meant anything. “Yes, Lisa isn’t too happy at first. She’s a bit grumpy, as you know. But I think Carla’s addition brings a new perspective to the show by pushing forward some ethical considerations that have been previously swept under the rug. It’ll be interesting to explore.”
“Sounds exciting!” Angie said.
“OK, we have time for one more audience question. This is from Monica in Maryland, and it’s for Kat: ‘How does your character handle the emotional toll of time travel?’ Good question, Monica.”
“Not well,” Kathryn quipped. “That’s the short answer, at least. I think time travel boggles the mind. To go back to live in the past, even for a few hours or days, has a profound impact. You see history come to life. Lisa is already quite cerebral and introverted, and I think she struggles to deal with the emotions these travels bring. She probably should talk more about it.”
“Maybe she can confide in Carla down the road,” Hannah suggested.
“Way too healthy for Lisa, I’m afraid.” Kathryn laughed. “I think she’ll brood, then shove it all in a box and ignore it.”
“That’ll come back and bite her for sure.” Hannah held Kathryn’s gaze.
“Is that a hint at a future story arc?” Angie asked.
“Oh, no. It’s just my take. Things we bury tend to resurface.”
“With a vengeance,” Kathryn added, nodding.
“I guess we’ll have to see if the writers pick up on that,” Angie said.
“You never know,” Kathryn said. “It’ll be a wild ride, regardless.”
“That’s for sure. Now, let’s tackle those rumors. How are you guys getting along? Any bad blood? You look quite chummy here.”
“We had some issues at first,” Kathryn admitted. “We’re quite different—or, let’s say, we have a different approach to life and work. Sometimes you have to get a feel for someone before you can really work well with them. So we needed a bit of an adjustment period.”
Hannah nodded. “Yes, but we get along fine now. I don’t appreciate Kathryn always beating me to the studio and stealing the best parking spot”—she smiled—“but other than that, she’s great. I feel like I’m learning a lot by working with her and the rest of the cast. They’re great people.”
“Laine’s all right.” Kathryn offered the camera an almost impish grin. “And you know what they say about the early bird.”
“Now, tell us some more about the charities you chose for this event,” Angie asked.
“Sure,” Hannah replied. “I picked the World Future Council. They work on finding long-term solutions for creating a peaceful, healthy and sustainable planet. I love nature and worry about the havoc we’re wreaking on this planet, but I also want to remain optimistic. As a huge Star Trek fan, I like the idea of working toward a fairer and sustainable future.”
“Well said!” Angie said. “And you, Kat?”
“I chose The Trevor Project. They provide crisis intervention and suicide prevention services to LGBTQ+ youth. Even though we’ve seen a lot of progress when it comes to LGBTQ+ rights, there’s always a backlash and more to do. I’m concerned about the well-being of our younger generation and thought they could use some support.”
“Also an excellent choice!”
After encouraging people to donate, Angie conducted a live poll where fans voted on which time period they wanted the show to visit next. The French Revolution came out as the clear winner.
“We gotta be careful, guys—we don’t want anyone to chop off their heads,” Angie joked.
They wrapped up after saying their goodbyes and ended the live stream.
Hannah settled back in her chair, releasing a shuddered breath. This time, her fingers found the microphone pinned to her chest. Her earlier fretting had been for nothing—her preparations had once again carried her through. The live stream had turned out to be fun, and the enthusiasm of the fans had been contagious. And seeing Kathryn in action—without any antagonism—had been a sight to behold.
“That was something, wasn’t it?” Hannah said after a beat.
Kathryn hummed.
“I think it went well. This should help squash those rumors you guys hate each other,” Angie said.
“It wasn’t as terrible as I feared it would be.”
“You did great,” Hannah said, avoiding Kathryn’s inquisitive gaze.
“Thank you. You didn’t do so bad yourself. A lot of knowledge about the show you got there.”
“Yes, well…” Hannah cleared her throat.
A bang, followed by a low curse from one of the crew clearing up the equipment, saved Hannah from having to elaborate.
Kathryn turned to Hannah. “Are you up for joining me for a cup of coffee?”
Hannah’s eyes widened.





 Chapter 11 
 Swords and Cell Walls 
Kat didn’t know what had possessed her to suggest heading out for a cup of coffee after the live stream. Yet here she was, sitting across from Hannah at a small local coffeehouse late Saturday afternoon.
The air smelled of roasted coffee beans and cinnamon, a warm aroma that soothed Kat’s nerves. Worn leather armchairs and colorful tables created a cozy atmosphere as sunlight filtered through lace curtains, casting a soft glow on the exposed brick walls adorned with local artwork.
She’d chosen a secluded corner seat, away from the eclectic mix of college students hunched over laptops with headphones on and older women engaged in a kaffeeklatsch. The plush cushions tempted her to linger.
“Somehow, we always seem to end up spending time together.” Hannah stirred in the dollop of honey she’d added to her coffee.
“Well, to be fair, aside from today, the other instances were all your fault.”
“How so?”
Kat leaned back in her chair. “Let’s see—you stormed into my trailer before literally crashing into me at Elaine’s, and next you followed me after Ron dropped the sword of Damocles on our heads.”
Hannah’s lips quirked as she took a sip of her drink.
“I’m not sure how you can call that concoction you’re drinking coffee .” Kat grimaced. “Half of it is milk, and you added honey .”
“I struggle to decide what to address first. Yes, I sought you out first, but you were still the instigator because without you being awful, I’d never have shown up in your trailer. And our collision at Elaine’s?” She held up her hand. “No, let me finish. You have to exit a bathroom at some point. I could hardly stay there all night. Not to mention, I didn’t know you were right outside. And finally, if you hadn’t lost your cool after Ron announced the photo shoot…” She shrugged.
“I see. We’re blaming everything on me.”
“The truth is just that. And today, you invited me here.”
“Was it really an invitation? I only asked if you were going to join me for coffee.”
Hannah angled her head. “What else would it be?”
“Two coworkers getting their caffeine fix after fulfilling a forced obligation.”
“Isn’t an obligation always a compulsion? And again, you asked me to spend more time with you.”
Kat sighed. “On that note, I owe you an apology. I’m not great with promotions, and—”
“But you were excellent, both during the photo shoot and the live event.”
Kat frowned. “I was pretty bad during the shoot, and today was only all right—at least from my end.”
“I guess you had your moments. But your photo shoots are usually great. I had to think back to an older one where you stood barefoot at a table or something? I believe you were holding your shoes, and you were looking to the side, smiling. You might have also worn a navy-blue dress.”
“I—I don’t.” Kat stammered.
“You don’t recall?”
“No, I do. That was…God, almost twelve years ago. Weren’t you still in grade school?” She smiled, trying to show she was only teasing, and exhaled in a rush when Hannah laughed.
“I’m not sure who’s still stuck in grade school at eighteen.”
“True. How did you come across this picture?”
“I had a phase when I saved a lot of images online.”
Kat did a double take. “And you collected one of mine?”
“No, but I’d seen it. It was during your run in Accidental Detective . I liked the show a lot, so I saw many pictures from it—and of the rest of the cast, obviously.”
“Obviously.” Kat still found it odd this picture had stuck in Hannah’s mind, especially after the revelations during the live stream. She’d have to ask Liz about it. Surely, she’d be more objective. “What did you do with all the pictures you collected?”
“Oh, I saved them in labeled folders. They’re probably still on one of my old hard drives somewhere. Eventually, I stopped because…what was I doing? Now, I’m more into playing games—casual games on tablets, not on consoles or computers, and with no steep learning curves.”
Hannah often made her head spin, and Kat struggled to keep up, piecing together everything she’d learned—both from their past and their present. She couldn’t make sense of it all, yet she felt compelled to keep trying.
The contradiction between how Hannah acted around her versus with everyone else only deepened the intrigue. Hannah’s words and entire demeanor clashed whenever she interacted with others, but not with her. And then there was the Hannah she’d met at the ball, who more closely resembled the version sitting in front of her now.
Kat had to admit she wanted to know the real Hannah, understand what made her act so differently at times.
“Shouldn’t you share something personal now?” Hannah asked after a beat.
“What?” Kat blinked, caught off guard.
“I shared something personal, so it seems customary for you to do the same.”
“According to whom?”
“People?”
Kat raised a brow. “Isn’t that something you do on a date or when you’re establishing a friendship? I thought we were still colleagues with a truce.” Not to mention, there’s a past you’ve forgotten . Kat tried to ignore the sting that always accompanied this thought.
Heat crept up Hannah’s cheeks as she fiddled with her spoon.
Kat’s stomach dropped. “But you’re right. We’ve been making great strides, and getting to know each other better might help with this truce. Let’s see.” She tapped the handle of her cup. “I obviously can’t function without caffeine.”
“Do you always drink yours black, or do you ever indulge? Any other ways of getting your caffeine fix?”
“Just coffee. A long time ago, when Liz and I hadn’t known each other long, she visited for a weekend. We wanted to make the most of it. My ex-girlfriend left behind a batch of guarana powder at my place. We used it because we were worried about falling asleep too soon otherwise. Let’s just say the result wasn’t pretty.”
“What happened?”
“Liz had the nerve to doze off while I was still talking to her, meanwhile, I couldn’t fall asleep and felt like climbing the walls.” Kat pursed her lips. “And I’m the one who drinks way more coffee than Liz does. I still don’t know what went wrong there.”
“Maybe you’re sensitive to guarana powder.”
“Could be, yes. But ever since, it’s just coffee.”
“Black coffee.”
“Yes, well, every once in a blue moon, I’ll add some cream and a bit of sugar, but it’s more a dessert than coffee.”
“What do you have against honey?” Hannah asked.
“I like honey just fine—on bread. But in my coffee?” Kat shuddered. “Honey has a distinct flavor, and I don’t think it mixes well with coffee.”
“That’s what I love about it. There’s a smooth richness to it, so honey and milk together in coffee is a dream.” Hannah sighed, sounding almost blissful, and her facial expression of pure contentment made Kat’s head fall silent.
“What else?”
“Huh?”
“Give me more than coffee.”
“Coffee is plenty. It’s the liquid of the gods that keeps us alive.” Kat suppressed a wave of pleasure at Hannah’s interest in her.
A soft laugh escaped Hannah. “You can be pretty silly.”
Kat shot her a mock glare. “I’m quite serious!”
“Of course.”
“All right. You want more.” She rolled her lips. “I hate being late. It makes me itch and stresses me out more than it reasonably should.”
“That explains why you’re always so early on set.”
“Yes. Oh, and I love photography. Have done so since my grandmother gifted me my first camera for a birthday a long time ago.”
“What type of pictures do you take?”
“Anything, really. I enjoy capturing different subjects rather than focusing on just one. Most photographers usually specialize in nature or people, but I don’t know. I don’t like limiting myself.”
“That’s kind of brave.”
Kat inclined her head. “How so?”
“It’s much harder to become an expert if the area is broad. Most people stick within defined boundaries. It’s safer and easier to become proficient that way.”
“Do you do that—stick to defined boundaries?” Kat longed to drop her face into her palms. When it came to Hannah, she couldn’t resist pushing and prodding.
Hannah shifted in her seat. “We all have some type of boundary. Even cells need them, or they’d dissolve.”
Their gazes locked. “What an evasive reply,” Kat said.
“I know, that’s usually more your forte.” Hannah tapped her fingers on the table.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Hannah blushed. “Never mind. I…appear to be stuck in the past.”
Kat stilled. Surely Hannah didn’t mean…
“At a masquerade ball, it seems.”
Oh. She did. She hadn’t forgotten Kat. Something shifted within her, and she felt as if she could breathe easier.
“You don’t remember.” Hannah’s hands dropped to her lap. “You know, I should probably go. Bandit—”
Kat reached out and touched Hannah’s arm, resisting the urge to close her eyes as the warmth of Hannah’s skin seeped into her. “I remember. Please stay.”
Hannah stilled, releasing a harsh breath before nodding.
“I thought you didn’t recall,” Kat finally said.
“So did I.” She shook her head. “That you’d forgotten about it, I mean.”
They both remained silent.
“Why did you leave?” Hannah finally asked softly.
Kat traced the rim of her cup. Unpacking this decision, if she was honest, would be a lot. It would involve revisiting unpleasant memories and, more importantly, trusting someone—trusting that Hannah wouldn’t use this information against her. After all, she hadn’t leaked their intense moment two years ago.
“It’s complicated,” Kat finally said, her voice quivering.
“I have time. If you want, we can also look for a more private setting.”
Kat gazed around the bustling coffeehouse. No one paid them any mind, but you never knew in their business. On the other hand, the idea of being alone with Hannah and delving into all that made her dizzy.
“We don’t have to,” Hannah added abruptly after Kat had remained silent for a beat. “We can just drop it. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”
“No, you didn’t. It’s fine.”
Quiet settled between them again.
“So?” Hannah asked.
“You’re right. We should get out of here.” Kat worried her lower lip. Perhaps it was time to be brave.
“All right. My apartment isn’t too far, or we could take a walk. Baldwin Hills Scenic Overlook should be within walking distance.”
“Your apartment?” Kat asked.
Hannah flushed. “I’m not… This isn’t…” She laughed. “God, look, I just want to talk and offer us enough privacy. You’d also get to meet Bandit—surely all the enticement a person needs.” She paused. “I don’t usually invite people over. I thought it might make you more comfortable, but if I accomplished the opposite, then—”
“No, no. Don’t worry. I didn’t mean to insinuate anything untoward.” Kat averted her gaze. “You just surprised me.”
“More untoward than what happened that night?”
Kat’s lips quirked into a smile. “You’re quite innocent if you consider a kiss untoward.”
Hannah’s eyes narrowed. “Anyway, what’s the verdict?”
Kat rose before she could change her mind. “Your apartment.” In for a penny …





 Chapter 12 
 Masks 
During the fifteen-minute drive, with Kathryn’s black sedan following her, Hannah’s hands grew clammy, and her dress clung to her. She wouldn’t have time for a shower when they arrived, but at least she could lower the thermostat.
Hannah also kept trying to remember the state she’d left her apartment in. She seldom had visitors. Despite being fairly organized, she would postpone tidying up if something demanded her attention or when she didn’t feel like cleaning, which had never presented a problem until now.
There was also Bandit, of course. She hoped he wouldn’t be a total asshole to Kathryn and greet her much like Liz’s Raji had.
Lost in thought, Hannah started when they arrived at her apartment complex’s parking garage. How had they already gotten here?
With a quiet sigh, she turned off the engine and stepped out to meet Kathryn.
They walked up the stairs to Hannah’s apartment, their shoes squeaking on the wooden steps the only sound between them. She paused, taking a deep breath before opening the door. A whiff of sandalwood greeted her, still lingering from the candle she’d burned the previous night.
She slipped off her shoes, and Kathryn followed suit, her gaze darting around the space.
They ventured further inside, and Hannah took in her apartment, trying to suppress the sliver of pride she felt at the clean lines and uncluttered space she’d created for herself. She focused on seeing it through a stranger’s eyes, wondering how Kathryn would perceive her sanctuary.
Abstract paintings adorned the walls in perfectly symmetrical intervals, punctuating the muted gray with bursts of color. The soft glow of the setting sun spilled through her large windows, casting long shadows across the floor.
Her gaze landed on the cozy, well-worn loveseat in the center of the room, accented by throw pillows depicting intricate maps of faraway lands. A quiet warmth bloomed in her chest—this space, imperfect and hers, always made her feel at ease.
Her tablet rested on the coffee table alongside a couple of well-loved books and a coaster with a playful cat silhouette. Hannah’s gaze drifted to her floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining a wall, wondering if Kathryn would find her eclectic mix of fantasy novels, historical biographies, and travelogues intriguing.
Flicking on the floor lamp, a gentle light suffused the room. “Go ahead, sit down,” she said, her voice softer than usual, unable to suppress the flicker of joy at having this private moment with Kathryn.
Kathryn lowered herself onto the loveseat, her gaze still exploring the room.
“Can I get you something to drink? Sparkling water, herbal tea, or maybe some wine?”
“A glass of sparkling water, thank you.”
Hannah nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. She didn’t try to make friends anymore—she’d long given up. No one ever got close enough for her to feel comfortable being herself, and, more often than not, she simply got bored. But everything was different with Kathryn.
Hannah returned a moment later with a cold bottle of sparkling water, two glasses, and one more coaster.
When she sat down, Bandit appeared at her feet, rubbing against her legs. “Hey, buddy.” She petted his head.
“Kathryn, meet Bandit. Bandit, this is Kathryn.” She leaned in slightly and whispered, “Be nice.”
Kathryn rolled her eyes. “He should bite you for using that word.”
Hannah’s gaze snapped back to Kathryn. “He’d never!” She stroked under his neck, and his purring grew louder. “You’d never bite me, right, baby? Don’t worry, Kathryn is crazy. Now, if I were to give you a pill like when you had an infection last year, that would be understandable. But that was just a scratch, not a bite.”
“Lord, help me. Another crazy cat person.”
“Hey! That’s uncalled for.” The laughter in her voice undercut any real offense.
“You remember Liz and Raji?”
“Yes. I’m sure he’s a perfect little angel.”
Kathryn’s lips pursed. “You’re all the same. Is there some sort of agreement about common characteristics cat owners must have?”
“Yes. We obviously need to be the best of people. Why else would these beautiful, graceful creatures ever choose to gift us with their presence?”
“You feed them?” Kathryn deadpanned.
Bandit meowed and jumped up onto the couch, curling up in a ball of fluff next to Hannah.
“And this,” Kathryn added. “You give them a comfortable place to live.”
“Well, they completely deserve it.”
Kathryn gave a short laugh before her expression sobered. She took another sip of water, clearing her throat as if bracing for something.
Hannah sat up straighter.
“I would like to preface this by saying what I’m about to share isn’t common knowledge, and I’d prefer it remains confidential.” Kathryn raised her eyebrows.
“Of course. I wouldn’t tell a soul. Kathryn, while I’d love to know what happened, you don’t owe me an explanation. As…” She hesitated, considering how much she should reveal. Kathryn was about to open up, so she should do the same. “As impactful as our meeting was, it’s in the past. It can stay there as a moment of…aberration, if you wish.”
Kathryn held her gaze, her eyes taking on an almost smoky hue. “I appreciate it.” She leaned back against the couch, closing her eyes for a moment.
Hannah remained silent, unabashedly watching Kathryn’s beautiful features. She sometimes worried she’d crack a tooth from how hard she clenched her jaw whenever she admitted—even just to herself—that the fledgling connection from two years ago still haunted her.
Hannah had never gotten over it.
For the first time in her life, someone had truly understood her, someone Hannah wanted to get to know—only for Kathryn to disappear as quickly as she’d appeared, like a ghost. But here she was now, in Hannah’s apartment.
The moment Kathryn’s eyes opened, Hannah looked away, struggling not to fidget.
“I fell into acting. I actually studied photography at university with plans to become a photographer. While I’d always loved acting, it didn’t seem a smart career choice. I’d just finished college when I lucked out with a role as the daughter of a crime boss. The show only lasted two seasons, and—”
“The O’Malley Gambit , I recall,” Hannah blurted out, biting her lower lip. Way to sound like a fangirl.

“That’s right.” A soft smile graced Kathryn’s lips. “You seem well-versed in my career.”
“To avoid giving you the wrong impression, I also know a lot about Elaine’s career, as well as Reeve’s and Jackson’s. I tend to get lost in research on what type of shows the main cast was involved in before their current project.”
“OK.”
Hannah sighed. She knew most people would consider her interests odd, well, think of her as odd. Let’s be real . “Go on, please.”
“That’s how it all started. Honestly, if it hadn’t, my acting career might have ended there. At the time, I knew little about marketing or self-promotion. The show had done several photo shoots, and during the first promo shoot before the show even aired, I met a renowned photographer. She no longer works in the field.”
“OK.”
“There was something between us from the start.” She sighed. “I don’t want to bore you with details, but we started an affair. Back then, I thought we had a relationship, but no. Affair is a much more appropriate term.”
“She was married?”
“No. Perhaps, then, fling is a better choice. Avoids confusion. Anyway, I was in love.” Kathryn shook her head. “Mind you, I was also young and stupid. But given that she was a photographer, you can imagine the kind of photos we took when it was just the two of us.”
Hannah’s jaw went slack.
“I know, I know. Today, with the way technology has developed, and the ubiquitous nature of the internet, I’d never allow such pictures to be taken. But in the late ’90s...” She shrugged.
“I’m not judging you. I was just surprised.”
“Well, that makes one of us. I’m not sure she ever cared for me.” She shook her head. “Anyway, she ended up blackmailing me with our photos and threatened to leak them to the press. She sent me the exact pictures, so I’d know.”
Hannah’s hands tightened. “That’s so awful. I’m so sorry.”
“Yes, well, it’s done. What made it worse was that it all came not too long after I’d buried my mother. I have no siblings, and my grandfather had died when I was a teen. But I was always close to my grandmother and my parents.
“Toward the end of my final year at university, my mother was diagnosed with cancer, and she... She passed within three months. It was mind-boggling, the decline.”
Hannah remained silent.
“My father… I don’t know, honestly. Losing my mom changed him. While we never fought or had a falling out, our relationship deteriorated. Without my mother, we had no bond holding us together.”
“Maybe that was the grief talking—for both of you?”
“Possible, but we’re also both stubborn, so…” Kathryn shrugged. “We still send each other postcards on our birthdays, but that’s pretty much it.”
“But doesn’t that mean there’s still something between you?”
“Because of a postcard?”
“Yes. It’s an act of holding on, no?”
“I see it more as a rote habit.” Kathryn’s lips thinned. “Anyway.” She exhaled slowly. “My grandmother, you see, my mother was her only child, and she’d already had heart issues. The loss weakened her, and she became almost a shadow of herself.”
Hannah’s shoulders sagged. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.”
Kathryn nodded. “I’d been home for a short visit between summer and fall classes, and, right before, I’d gotten a new camera. I tried it out that week, taking endless pictures of them, the house, and the surrounding woods. They also took pictures of me, of us together. Those turned out to be the last images of all of us together.” Kathryn cleared her throat.
“Oh, wow.”
“I struggled with those losses. I know, I only lost my mother to death, but what happened with my father and grandmother at the time…” She sighed. “It was a loss, too, you know?”
Hannah nodded.
“At first, I lived in denial, but something like this breaks free eventually. The whole thing with me and this photographer started about four months after my mother had passed. I still felt so lost and broken, but I was trying to get back to normal life—all while filming my first show.
“This woman was…charming, and I think I craved some form of connection. We started seeing each other, but I wasn’t in a good place mentally, and what happened with her… Well, it probably was all a setup, and I was too naïve to see it.”
“You shouldn’t blame yourself. Such losses would devastate anyone, and grief is difficult even in the best of circumstances. You needed support but received betrayal. None of it was your fault. She took advantage of your vulnerable state after this tragedy.” Hannah’s voice wavered.
“I don’t agree, but it doesn’t matter. The point is, the two events became intertwined in my head, making everything heavier. It made it harder to sort through and move on.”
“I can believe that.”
“It cemented my distaste for marketing, especially photo shoots. I trusted no one for a long time. Honestly, without Liz, I’d have lost my mind.”
“I’m glad you had her.”
“At the ball, after we…” Kathryn faltered.
“Kissed,” Hannah said, her voice rough. Good God, get it together .
“Yes. You recognized me. I saw it in your eyes. Everything came rushing back, and I had to leave. I was sure you’d run to the press, or I don’t know.”
Hannah knit her brows. “With what story? That we kissed at a masquerade ball? We were both out. Who would have cared?”
Kathryn sighed. “I know, but…I was scared. I wasn’t thinking rationally and went by instinct; I was convinced something bad would happen if we went any further.”
At first, Hannah could offer no reply—even her mind fell silent. For two years, she had wondered what she’d done wrong, what she’d said that made Kathryn leave after their talk and their breathtaking, passionate kiss, when all Hannah had wanted to do was get lost in her.
The encounter had convinced Hannah even more that something was wrong with her. She blurted out breathlessly, “So it wasn’t me?”
Kathryn’s face almost crumbled, and she grasped Hannah’s hand. “No, of course not. You were…wonderful. Captivating. My own demons made me leave. I’m sorry you ever thought differently.”
Hannah had no words. She could only stare at Kathryn, her heart a heavy percussion in her chest.





 Chapter 13 
 Chicken vs. Egg 
Kat arrived early on set to go for a quick run before filming. She loved the secluded trail leading through the woods right behind the set’s garden.
The sea of pine needles blanketing the floor lessened the impact on her knees compared to running on the streets or on a track. The sun shone, and amid the heavy bass of her exercise playlist drumming in her ears, Kat’s gaze followed the play of light all around her, trying to distract herself from the strain of her run.
The sharp air scraped down her throat, and Kat almost welcomed it—the heavy pounding of her heart, the strain of her muscles as she kept up a fast pace.
Her mind still spun from how open she’d been with Hannah. Not only was their past encounter finally out in the open, but Hannah remembered her! It made her feel lighter than she had in a long time, even if she fretted about trusting anyone aside from Liz.
By the time she had finished and crossed the lot toward the studio, she ran into Hannah, who’d just shut her car door and had taken a step toward the studio.
Both paused in mid step, gazing at each other, Hannah reminding Kat of the deer she sometimes stumbled across on her walks in the woods.
“Hi.” Hannah pulled at the string of her purse.
“Hey,” Kat said, halting in front of her, shivering at the cool air on her damp skin.
“Wow. You must have been here especially early.”
Kat shrugged. “I felt like running.”
Hannah nodded. “I like to run, too, but wild horses couldn’t have dragged me out of bed on the one day when we’re starting at nine.” Her gaze dropped to Kat’s legs before snapping back to her face—a dusting of red colored her cheeks.
A fissure of excitement zipped through her. It must be the endorphins from her run because Hannah surely wasn’t checking her out. Wishful thinking, Katie .
“I’m late. I should hustle to get into the shower so Laney won’t read me the riot act.”
Hannah nodded again, and they fell into step together, heading into the studio.
“Do you think Ron would have called them wild bulls ?” Hannah asked into the quiet that had settled between them, for once a stillness that wasn’t tinged with resentment, though, to Kat, it held a strange sort of uncertainty.
“What?” she asked.
“The idiom about the wild horses. He’d probably turn them into bulls or, I don’t know, cows?”
Kat snorted. “Yeah. He’d mangle it for sure.”
They went about their day and filming schedule, both remaining stuck in the same, awkward limbo. For a moment, Kat worried her confession had made Hannah look down on her—how foolish she’d been for falling for Lynn’s game. And Kat hadn’t even revealed that she’d paid Lynn.
Even though that had been the end of the entire sordid tale, those pictures were still out there. What if one day her continued success enticed Lynn to reappear and demand more money?
She remembered Liz’s worry that paying Lynn would only encourage her to come back. That concern had been valid. But Kat’s career wasn’t new. If Lynn had wanted more money, she would have come back by now, but she hadn’t.
In the end, that changed nothing. She never regained the ease with which she used to trust people. She supposed she resented Lynn the most for taking that away from her. Her subsequent attempts at romance hadn’t improved the situation either.
Hannah had appeared understanding, and didn’t blame Kat for what had happened to her. As such, it made no sense for her to look down on Kat. Unless, of course, she’d thought some more on it by now. People could change their minds after time to contemplate an issue.
Nevertheless, Kat couldn’t escape the relief at having shared this tale with someone aside from Liz.
It was different talking about it with Liz; she’d been right by Kat’s side. It was more personal for her, while Hannah could act as an objective observer. Hannah didn’t love Kat, making her perspective more…accurate. Perhaps Kat really wasn’t to blame.
All these thoughts only ensured Kat’s nerves sparked all day, like a faulty electrical wire about to short out, warning her there had to be an unpleasant consequence from having been so open.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Today’s script detailed their characters being hired by Professor Evelyn Thorne, a renowned historian specializing in the Cold War era, to rectify a historical injustice.
During the height of Cold War paranoia, authorities accused her mentor, Dr. Alexei Petrov, a brilliant Soviet physicist, of being a double agent, and then he vanished. Thorne believed her mentor to be innocent, and so Kat and Hannah’s characters were sent back in time to investigate.
They shot their first scene together on their Cold War Berlin set. As always, they were shooting out of order and started with a pivotal moment in the episode.



In a dimly lit room in the 1960s Berlin, Lisa and Carla are investigating a double agent within a spy ring.


Lisa studies a file. “Professor Thorne won’t like this. His team trusted him for years, and he betrayed them. And now, he’s going to break that poor woman’s heart after she’s believed in his innocence to the point of spending enormous amounts of money.” She leans back and closes her eyes. “People are such disappointments. I’ll never understand how you can betray your team. Or your partner.”
“Fear does the worst to people sometimes. It can twist loyalty, especially when faced with self-preservation,” Carla suggests in a soft voice.

“There are people who’d die before revealing their secrets, before betraying their partners,” Lisa all but spits. “Petrov was weak, and he doesn’t deserve Professor Thorne’s loyalty.”
“Perhaps not, but he’s just a human being who made a mistake in the end.”
“A mistake that cost lives and will haunt an innocent woman, possibly for the rest of her life.”

Carla reaches out, placing one hand above Lisa’s. “It’s not your burden to carry.”

A flicker of disbelief ripples across Lisa’s expression.



“Cut!” Ron yelled. “That’s fantastic. Good job, people. Let’s take five.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
After the day’s shooting concluded, Kat was reaching for her purse when a knock stopped her short. A sense of déjà vu washed over her.
After calling, “Come in,” she found Hannah standing in front of her—but this time, there was no fire blazing in her eyes. Instead, she stood there, hands stuffed into her pockets.
“Hi. Do you need something?”
“Uh, no. May I come in for a moment?”
“Sure. Go ahead.”
Hannah’s gaze flickered to Kathryn’s purse on the table where she’d stuffed in the script for tomorrow right before Hannah had appeared. “Oh, you were about to head out, weren’t you? I don’t want to keep you, and—”
“No, no. It’s fine. Go sit down. Or stand, if you still prefer.”
Hannah smiled and settled on the couch. “That scene was something today, wasn’t it?”
“It felt more intense than usual.”
“I don’t get how you can stomach betraying someone.”
Kat rotated her shoulder, trying to chase away the ball of tension Hannah had just hit her with. “Don’t ask me.”
“Petrov doesn’t strike me as a sociopath. He had a solid relationship with Thorne, and… Why would he do that? People died because of him, and later, he built new connections, this time with Thorne. He mentored her, knowing what he’d done. All this pain and heartbreak.”
“You realize it’s all fictional, right?” Kat said, unsure if she could stomach talking about this again. Discussing her convoluted history with Lynn had been exhausting, leaving her raw and untethered for the rest of the weekend.
“Of course, but it’s not like it doesn’t happen in real life.”
Yet Hannah appeared determined to discuss it. But why? Kat sighed. “I guess it depends on what people value.”
Hannah tilted her head. “What do you mean?”
“Some people are always concerned with self-preservation. Often, it relates to some kind of trauma they’ve experienced in the past.”
“Are you saying people only betray others if they’ve been hurt before? If that’s the case, who started the hurt? I mean, it has to start somewhere, right?” Hannah asked.
“The chicken and the egg,” Kat said with a rueful smile. She generally enjoyed philosophical discussions, and as much as she’d like to deny it, Hannah’s presence excited her on some level. Still, she wished they were discussing something less personal. “No. I don’t think that’s the only reason. Sometimes people don’t care. There are two kinds of people who betray others: the selfish ones who are only in it for themselves. They want what they want and don’t care how they get it or who ends up hurt.”
“Those are the ones who haven’t been hurt.”
“Yes. And the other kind—well, it depends. Many violent criminals have been abused themselves, according to plenty of research, but it doesn’t necessarily mean the abuse caused their behavior.”
“Correlation doesn’t equal causation,” Hannah said.
“Exactly. Plenty of people experience abuse and don’t end up hurting others,” Kat said. “Then you also have people who enjoy causing others pain.”
Hannah shivered. “Do you think your photographer was like that? Or was she more part of the selfish category?”
Kat’s jaw tightened, and her eyes locked with Hannah’s as silence once again settled between them. She considered shutting down the inquiry. What were Hannah’s motives here?
Did Hannah truly grasp the complexities of this betrayal—what it meant to Kat, how it had shaped every aspect of her life? Maybe this was just another intellectual exercise for her, but Hannah’s gaze appeared open and earnest.
Hannah seemed determined to understand, as if grappling with the very concept of betrayal, and Kat, having experienced it firsthand, might be the most qualified person to shed light on it.
Kat also felt a stab of desire—a longing to be understood. Whether this yearning was specifically about Hannah or simply because she was having this conversation with her was something Kat wasn’t ready to explore.
Before she could decide, her phone buzzed with a string of notifications—rapid beeps one after another.
“Excuse me.” She checked her phone. Liz . Was something wrong? She opened their thread and stilled. Wait, what?

“Is everything OK?”
Kat shook her head. “I don’t…” Her fingers flit over her screen as she sent a reply. “I don’t know how to say this.” She shrugged before handing Hannah her phone to read Liz’s message.
“Kathan? What… Oh. A ‘shipping’ name.” She flushed. “I hadn’t heard about this.”
“Me neither. Clearly, I need to have a word with Sally about keeping me updated.”
“How does Liz know?”
“Huh? Oh, her girlfriend loves the show and follows it on social media.”
“Well, I’m not sure that’s what QuantumStream was after, but…”
“You don’t mind?”
“What? People thinking I have a massive crush on you?”
Kat couldn’t quite name the reaction jolting through her, but it hit hard. “Yes,” she croaked.
“There are worse things they could accuse me of…” A sly smile spread across Hannah’s lips, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
Kat braced herself, pulse quickening. She recognized that look—and the trouble it could lead to. It left her feeling almost as breathless as on the balcony two years ago.
“Besides, we make an attractive couple.”
Kat worried her lower lip. Hannah didn’t disappoint.





 Interlude 3 
 Tipping Point 
  Two years earlier  
Their eyes locked, and Kat didn’t look away. She longed to see the woman’s entire face, to tear off her own mask as well. How strange, considering the ball’s anonymity had been its biggest draw for her.
But now, this woman—someone who also felt the kinship thrumming between them, who had unexpectedly brightened her night—held her captive.
“Tell me, do you make a habit of tempting strangers?” Kat asked.
“Did I tempt you? Into what? Standing here under the moonlight with me?”
“Yes. We don’t even know each other’s names,” Kat said.
“We can easily rectify that if you wish.”
Kat tipped her head. “Are you sure this spiel is new to you?” She glanced around the empty balcony—the pale twinkling lights on the walls, the flower-filled planters now only shadows in the dark.
“Quite sure. Did you know spiel is the German word for game?”
“I didn’t. Fitting, though, isn’t it?” Kat said.
The woman stepped closer to Kat, who remained frozen to the spot as a whisper of anticipation singed her nerves. The cool night air swirling around them carried the faint sounds of laughter and music from the ballroom far below.
“I don’t play games, and this night…” She sighed. “I couldn’t have planned something like this if I tried.”
The woman had a point. You couldn’t fake this kind of connection, couldn’t manufacture what pulsed between them.
“What about you? Is it still temptation if we both want the same thing?” By now, the woman had moved so close, her breath brushed against Kat’s face.
“Oh?” One of Kat’s eyebrows raised. “What’s that?”
“This,” the woman raised her hand, ghosting a finger from Kat’s temple down to her lips. “To find something real. Can you feel it?”
Kat’s breath hitched. Her skin beneath the woman’s caress burned. “Yes.”
“I’ve never once been this bold. Reckless.” Her gaze drifted down Kat’s figure, as if drinking her in, before gliding back up and holding her gaze.
“What’s different tonight?” Kat rasped, almost afraid of the woman’s answer.
“You.”
The air left Kat in a trembling rush.





 Chapter 14 
 Weeping Willow 
Hannah didn’t understand why Kathryn’s vicinity sometimes loosened her tongue to the point where she didn’t just share thoughts she usually kept inside, but it also made her bold.
“Come again?” Kathryn asked, blinking owlishly.
“I asked if you’re in the habit of using GIFs in your replies.” Hannah pointed at Kathryn’s phone, which she still held loosely in her hand.
“I don’t…”
“Your reply to Liz when she told you about fans’ reactions to our live streaming event,” Hannah clarified.
“Sorry, I spaced out. I suppose I like them. They can convey a lot, with quite a bit of humor in the mix.”
“I always thought GIFs were something young people did.”
Kathryn chuckled. “Is that your subtle way of calling me old?”
“Of course not. I’m including myself here. I don’t think I’ve used a GIF in my life, but I’ve seen them online.” She shrugged.
“Liz isn’t a big fan either, but she indulges me sometimes.” Kathryn shook her head. “Why are we talking about GIFs instead of the issue at hand?”
“Why does it have to be an issue? We’re both out, so what’s the problem?”
“Yes, but it’s our private lives, and…it’s obviously not true.”
“Obviously.”
Kathryn narrowed her eyes. “Are you mocking me?”
“No! I’m trying to figure out why this bothers you so much. It’s another way for fans to engage with the show, and if it’s generating a buzz that will help the ratings, I see no harm.”
Kathryn’s reticence seemed baffling, and as such, Hannah couldn’t quell the worry that it indicated Kathryn rejecting her as anything other than a friend.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The following Monday started with another call into Ron’s office. He toyed with his pen, shifted in his seat, and avoided Hannah’s gaze, which was unusual. His affinity for her had never been pushy, though she’d made sure never to show him even a hint of interest.
“As you know, our ratings have suffered, and QuantumStream is still on our case. I was talking with Darla over the weekend, and she had a great idea.”
Kathryn pressed her lips together in a thin line. Whenever she did this expression for her characters, they were usually frustrated, borderline angry. Maybe this applied to real life, too. Had she already guessed where this was going?
“We’re all ears, Ron.” Hannah offered him a small smile.
He shifted in obvious discomfort. “Yes, well… Darla thought—given the rumors about you two and how well the fans have taken to your… ‘ship’—that it might be a good idea for you to…you know…”
“Elaborate,” Kathryn ground out.
Hannah’s gaze flew to Kathryn. Yes, those thinned lips did indeed indicate frustration—for her characters and for Kathryn, too.
“The show is in trouble, and this publicity could help to—”
“Are you suggesting we should make people believe Hannah is in love with me? How is that supposed to help anything?”
“No, no.” Ron cleared his throat. “She just suggested ignoring it, so people can believe what they want.”
Kathryn crossed her arms. “I don’t like it.”
“Why? You’re both gay, so it’s not like that’s an issue.” He threw a furtive glance at Hannah, who still didn’t understand his sudden discomfort. Her sexuality had never been a secret.
“That’s not the point,” Kathryn said.
Ron fiddled with his pen. “I’m just saying—”
“I don’t play such games.”
“This isn’t a game. It’s a calculation. You two are popular together. Letting the speculation run without shutting it down puts more eyes on the show. That could mean more people tuning in, especially once your first scenes together air. Besides, isn’t the ‘no comment’ approach in line with how you handle your private life anyway?”
Kathryn inhaled sharply.
Hannah had never seen Kathryn wound this tight before. Her stomach dropped. She had tried to tell herself that any lingering fascination with Kathryn stemmed from their unfinished encounter two years ago, but the heaviness settling over her now suggested a different reality.
“What about you, Hannah?” Ron turned to her, his gaze challenging.
Did he think she could make Kathryn change her mind? Had he met the woman?
“That hardly matters. For something like this to work, both people need to agree, and Kathryn has made her stance clear.”
Ron threw up his hands. “It’s not a big deal. You don’t need to make a statement.”
“Then how is this any different from what we’re already doing?” Hannah asked.
“They’re suggesting we play coy when asked,” Kathryn cut in. “There’s a way to say ‘no comment’ that still offers an answer.”
“No one is asking you to lie,” Ron insisted. “But if a rumor benefits the show, why shut it down? We don’t have to confirm or deny, just let it breathe.”
“That’s still encouraging people to believe a lie,” Kathryn said.
“No one is responsible for what assumptions others make.”
“Of course not, but there’s also such a thing as leading the witness. It’s not acceptable in court for a reason.”
“We’re not in a courtroom; don’t be so dramatic. You know how the business works. Public perception matters.”
“If the show is in danger, this isn’t going to fix it. The work should speak for itself. Either way, my life isn’t up for debate.” Kathryn stood. “I have better things to do.” She pivoted and stormed out of the room.
“Hannah—”
“Save it.” Hannah stood and raced after Kathryn.
The woman’s clenched jaw, the rigid set of her shoulders—Kathryn was radiant in her anger.
Outside, Hannah chased after her, expecting her to head back to her trailer, only to see her disappear into the garden area of the studio.
“Kathryn, wait!” But Kathryn ignored her and strode toward the end of the garden before pacing underneath a delicate weeping willow tree.
Hannah halted next to Kathryn, who continued ignoring her. “Do you want me to leave?”
“Did I give you the impression I wanted you to follow me?”
Hannah flinched. She’d thought they’d left such animosity behind. “I’m sorry. I wanted to—”
“What? Tell me I’m wrong and this isn’t a big deal?”
“No. I respect your decision. I might have been up to it, but you’ve made your stance clear.”
“It’s ridiculous to expect us to lie to people!”
“It really isn’t a lie to let others make assumptions,” Hannah said.
“I guess we disagree.”
“I just… I want to help. I hate how this has impacted you. It’s unfair, but—”
“I’ve handled worse. Either way, I won’t do it. It’s disingenuous. I’ve always been private about my personal relationships, so I’m not going to run around batting my eyes coyly to garner publicity for the show.”
“So it’s not…” Hannah dragged her foot along the gravel.
“What?”
“I thought you might find the thought distasteful.” Hannah straightened, though everything within her wanted to shrink and slink away.
Kathryn jerked slightly. “What are you talking about?”
“Never mind.”
“No, no. Why did you think I was against it?”
“Because you find the thought of us together distasteful.”
“Are you always this bad at drawing conclusions?”
“What? Of course not. But you seemed almost angry at the idea of being associated with me, and when Liz sent you a message about the rumors of me having a crush on you, you sent that GIF of the blonde little girl who looks disgusted.”
Kathryn’s eyebrows rose. “You’re basing this on a silly GIF I sent?” She covered her face with her hands. “Do you think I’d have kissed you on that balcony if the idea of being with you disgusted me?”
“Well, no, but that was in the past. People change.”
“I haven’t.”
Hannah’s heart pounded as a breeze stirred the willow’s leaves, the past and present colliding in her mind. Could this mean Kathryn was… still interested?
No, no. Hannah was misunderstanding something. Still, her heart raced at the mere thought of revisiting their past connection, though she wasn’t sure if this was what Kathryn meant. Why did people always leave her guessing? Maybe she was terrible at extrapolation—at least when it came to human interactions.
Hannah swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. The unknown, heavy and oppressive, hung in the space between them. Maybe she should say something, ask Kathryn to clarify, but the words were lodged in her throat, heavy and unspoken, like a gnarled piece of fruit.





 Interlude 4 
 Capsizing 
  Two years earlier  
Hannah couldn’t believe the words leaving her mouth. She wasn’t bold. She didn’t flirt with strangers. Hell, most of the time, she couldn’t leave these events fast enough, yet here she stood, having spent the last few hours with this astonishing woman, hoping their moment would never end.
The woman’s eyes locked with Hannah’s, and for a breathless beat, the rest of the world receded—the distant traffic, the low gurgling of the nearby fountain, the buzzing of cicadas, even the wind—stilled, drowned out as Hannah’s entire focus rested on blue-gray eyes shimmering beneath the beautiful mask.
“You are quite brave,” the woman whispered. In slow motion, cool, soft, slightly trembling fingertips touched Hannah’s warm cheek.
Hannah shivered, her nerves singing at the sensation, amazed at the spark this careful touch ignited. She didn’t know her cheeks could be so sensitive to a tender caress.
Her eyelids fluttered closed before she forced them open, afraid of missing a single detail of this wondrous moment. “Brave’s not a word I’d use to describe myself.”
The woman’s lips, painted a deep, dark red that had pulled Hannah’s greedy gaze all evening, quirked into a small smile. “We all have our moments, don’t we?”
“That must be true, since here we are,” Hannah breathed, her voice thick and almost unrecognizable to her own ears. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs when the woman’s touch trailed further down, a featherlight stroke raising goose bumps all over.
The woman brushed a thumb over Hannah’s lower lip, sending a jolt of heat through her. “You are stunning,” she said, her voice a rough murmur ricocheting inside Hannah.
Hannah smiled. A familiar compliment, but in this moment, it washed over her like a new discovery, especially coming from a voice that made her twitch.
She wanted to be beautiful, at least for this woman. Hannah leaned in, chasing the warmth of her touch.
Before she could respond, the woman captured her lips in a soft, almost tentative kiss. Hannah tasted a hint of mint, cool against the sudden heat cascading through her as she immersed herself in the pressure and feel of those wine-colored lips pressed against hers. She gasped, a sound easily captured by this extraordinary woman when she accepted the invitation and deepened their kiss.
Hannah groaned as the edges of her vision blurred, lost in a sea of sensation.
The heat of the woman’s mouth, the intoxicating press of their bodies so close together, the frantic dance of their tongues—Hannah could only cling to her, hoping she’d act as a lifeline in an ocean of swirling emotions intent on drowning her. With a sudden wave of determination, she sucked on the woman’s tongue, and the small whimper her action elicited made Hannah burn.
But the woman pulled back.
Hannah’s eyes fluttered open, dazed and breathless. Her brows knitted upon noticing the woman’s expression—an odd mixture of steely determination and fear.
“I want to see you,” the woman whispered, her voice trembling as her hand drifted toward her mask. She hesitated as she gazed into Hannah’s eyes, searching for reassurance.
Hannah’s heart skipped a beat. Without thinking, she reached up and slowly removed her own mask, feeling the cool night air against her flushed skin.
The woman stilled, and she let out a shaky breath before reaching up to remove her mask as well.
As the mask fell away, Hannah’s breath caught in her throat. In the dim light of the balcony, she recognized the woman before her. The realization tilted the ground beneath her feet.
The woman who had spent the evening enchanting her was none other than Kathryn Johnson, a name and face she instantly recognized. The woman’s husky voice should have given her away. But perhaps the thought had been too outlandish for Hannah to consider; Kathryn rarely attended such public Hollywood events.
Panic flickered in Kathryn’s eyes as she caught the shock in Hannah’s expression.
“Please excuse me,” she breathed, a whisper so faint it barely carried.
With a swift movement, Kathryn turned and vanished into the night, leaving Hannah alone in the dark as the clouds once more shielded the moon.
Her mind raced in a whirlwind of emotions, the night air clinging to her, now cold and unforgiving.





 Chapter 15 
 Destined to Fail 
As Kat stood in the studio garden across from Hannah, she felt like shouting. Two competing urges wrestled within her: running away to escape the glimmer of hope in Hannah’s eyes that she’d have to crush, and longing to be as reckless as she’d been two years ago.
Most of all, she wished she could erase her last sentence. What was she thinking, admitting to Hannah that she—her feelings—hadn’t changed?
Back on the balcony, reason eventually reminded her of the stakes: getting involved with someone in the industry was a terrible idea—something she promised herself she’d never do again after the debacles with Lynn and with Morgan.
Now, she was once more tempted to enter forbidden territory. They were coworkers. Kat’s heart ached. She was furious with herself for allowing things to get this far and for saying something that would change nothing.
“So…what does that mean?” Hannah asked in a soft, almost fragile voice.
“Nothing,” Kat ground out, her gaze shifting, seeking the lush trees and swaying ferns, while the warmth of the sun failed to thaw the chill inside her.
“But you just said—”
“I know, and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.”
“Because you didn’t mean it?” Here Hannah’s voice broke.
“What? No!” Kat flinched, as if the words had physically struck her. “I meant it, but it changes nothing. What happened at the ball, it needs to stay in the past.”
“Why?”
“I don’t get involved with people in the industry, and coworkers are off-limits. So, even if nothing has changed internally, our external circumstances make exploring this impossible. Besides, we only recently established a lasting truce. You don’t like me all that much.” Kat fidgeted.
“You’re one of the very few people I don’t dislike.” Hannah’s voice sounded small yet carried a sense of wonder.
Kat released a pained chuckle. After all she’d learned of Hannah, she had an inkling what this statement meant. “That’s… I feel honored, truly. I wish things were different.”
Images of herself intruded—crying, smashing a glass against the wall, and the immediate regret washing over her at the loss of control. The sense of injury only heightened by having buried her mother only seven months before. Crying in Liz’s arms and swearing she’d never do this again.
Flash forward, years later, another attempt that once more ended up in flames. Wasn’t that some kind of sign?
“Do you hesitate to get involved because of the photographer? Or maybe… because of Morgan?”
Kat rolled her lips. She should have figured Hannah had heard about that relationship. “I can’t deny these events have left their scars and still affect me in some ways. That’s part of it, but even without the drama, starting a relationship with a costar remains a terrible idea.”
“I don’t understand the problem. There’s no hierarchy between us. You’re not my boss and there’s no conflict of interest. And I don’t—what Morgan did.” Hannah raised her arms, then dropped them. “Why did you never tell your side of the story? I’m assuming there was another side, though you never said a single word.”
Kat shrugged. “It didn’t matter. The damage was done. Morgan was the more successful actress, and people believed her and ran with the idea that I’m difficult to work with. What was there to say?”
“You never wanted to hit back?”
Kat sighed. “Of course I wanted to. I longed to set the record straight. Even when people acknowledge doing something wrong, they spin the tale to place most of the blame on the other person. Stuff gets twisted.” Kat stuffed her hands into her pockets.
“So why didn’t you? Set the record straight, I mean.”
“Even if I’d spoken up and told my side, I’d have only confirmed their beliefs that I’m jealous and possessive. A sore loser.” She tightened her jaw. “Anyway. I hoped by saying nothing, it would blow over faster.”
“Did it?”
“Eventually, yes, but you’ve seen how quickly they’ve revived the story.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. Besides, at least this current drama didn’t cost me a dream role.” Kat sighed. “I can’t handle the constant public scrutiny that comes with relationships in the industry. I try to keep my life as private as I can. And now the fans are already saying there’s something between us, and—”
“Because apparently there is. So they’re not wrong.”
Kat dragged her shoe over gravel, jagged and disjointed like the stones beneath her feet. “That’s beside the point. I don’t want my life to be fodder for the tabloids, beyond the professional aspect, which is already tiring enough.”
“What if we kept it between us?”
“No, I’m not sneaking around, and I’d feel like I’d be treating you—us—like a dirty little secret. No relationship can survive that.”
“I get it. It does sound terrifying, especially given your past. I’m not trying to minimize it or your fears. It just… It seems so unfair that these painful experiences from so long ago should doom every future possibility.”
Kat sighed. She usually didn’t mind Hannah’s inquisitive nature or her questions regarding interpersonal relationships, but this hit too close to a topic Kat avoided.
“I apologize,” Hannah said. “We can drop it. I do respect your decision, even if I find your logic a little flawed. No two experiences can be the same, but fear is difficult to overcome.”
Kat raised an eyebrow. “My logic isn’t flawed. There’s no logic involved regarding personal preferences or what makes someone comfortable. And as for fear—is it fear to refuse to expose myself again to a situation with the potential to devastate me, both professionally and personally?”
Hannah flushed.
“But it goes beyond the privacy issue. We’re hoping Broken Time will pick up its ratings and sail back into successful waters. That means we have to work together, potentially for years. What if our relationship failed and we end up at each other’s throats? It would make working together a nightmare and could harm the show and our careers.”
“Why do you assume our relationship would fail?”
“I don’t, but the risk is too great,” Kat said, internally cursing how her voice cracked.
“We’re not worth the risk because we’re destined to fail.”
Hannah’s expression—a resigned look Kat read as failure, not because Kat had failed her, but because she seemed to believe she was once more found lacking—made Kat’s heart thump heavily in her chest. How easy it seemed for Hannah to believe she wasn’t worth the risk.
“That’s not what I’m saying,” Kat croaked. She reached out, grasping Hannah’s hand, stroking the back with her thumb.
Hannah gazed at their hands, her brows furrowed. “What are you saying?”
“As much as I’d love to explore what lies between us—believe me, the night at the ball still haunts me, too—I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”
“Why don’t I get to decide what’s fair to me?”
“Maybe because I’ve been through this before, and you said it yourself: You struggle with understanding interpersonal relationships or people, why they do what they do.”
Hannah withdrew her hand and stepped back, wrapping her arms around her chest. “I never thought you’d do this.”
“Do what?” Cold washed over Kat, both at the loss of Hannah’s touch and her defensive posture.
“Use what I’d told you in my apartment against me.”
Kat winced. She drew closer but didn’t dare reach out again. “No. That’s not what I’m doing,” she said, her voice trembling. Her shoulders slumped as she whispered, “I’m afraid.”
“I understand, but you’re choosing the easiest route—which is your prerogative. I’d never beg anyone to be with me, but you’re using my struggle to connect as an excuse not to take a risk because you’re afraid of the fallout.
“I get it, and I’m not saying you’re weak or wrong for having concerns, but don’t act like you’re just doing it to protect me or the show. There are ways to ensure your privacy and safeguard the show if you really cared enough.”
Stillness hung between them. The rays of the afternoon sun spilled out from nearby trees, casting warm shadows. The colorful, serene garden was a painful juxtaposition to the storm they had created, the turmoil she’d unleashed and couldn’t contain.
“I’m sorry,” Kat said, knowing it wasn’t enough, but she had nothing else. She didn’t just fear her personal world collapsing. No, this was a potential threat to her professional world, already strained by recent uncertainty and scrutiny. The prospect of such a complication, with its potential for heartbreak, was too much.
Hannah nodded. “It’s all right. You must do what’s right for you.” Her voice quaked. “If you’ll excuse me.” She turned and walked out of the garden, her usual straight posture and purposeful gaze replaced by a slouching gait.
Gazing at Hannah’s retreat left Kat bereft, lost in her own sheltered little world. She wished she could break out, overcome her fears, and be brave—allowing her and Hannah to explore the deep connection they had built after merely two hours of talking at the ball.
She wanted to nurture their current, fragile bond. But she didn’t know how. Perhaps she was too old to overcome these ingrained habits of self-preservation.
Kat jutted her chin and straightened, ready to leave—until her gaze caught a broken, decaying tree limb tangled in the underbrush. A jarring contrast to the otherwise blooming garden. She idly wondered if the tree limb represented either herself or what she’d just done to something that had the potential to become breathtaking.
When she made herself leave and head back to her trailer, she found Hannah pacing in front of it. She halted once she noticed Kat’s approach.
“I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.” Kat unlocked her door. “You want to come in?”
“Yes.” Hannah followed Kat inside and shut the door, but, as almost customary, remained near the threshold. She rocked on her heels, and Kat’s gaze was drawn to her white teeth worrying at her lower lip.
“I wanted to apologize for my dramatic exit. I understand your concerns, and I don’t want you to think I’d lie to advance my career, or that I’m so emotionally detached that I don’t grasp the pain you went through.”
“I didn’t think either of those things.”
Hannah nodded. “I wanted you to know because… I know this is a difficult topic for you and… God.” Hannah closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t want you to think I’m awful.”
Kat was at a loss for words.
Hannah nodded again. “I’ll leave you to it.” She grasped the door handle.
“Wait a second, please.” Kat stepped closer.
Hannah turned around, her open expression tugging at Kat.
Kat cleared her throat. “I appreciate it, a lot. And I don’t think you’re awful. We just have different baggage. I wish things were different.”
“Me too,” Hannah whispered. She lingered for a moment, as if she might say something else, then nodded and slipped out of the door.





 Chapter 16 
 Deep Dive 
Hannah spent her weekend volunteering at Nine Lives Landing, bottle feeding kittens too young to even open their eyes, cleaning food and water bowls, emptying so many litter boxes, and petting and playing with dozens of cats and dogs.
When she got home, she had to shower, not just for obvious reasons but also because Bandit hated the scent of other cats on her—as if she had betrayed him.
At the notion of betrayal, Hannah’s steps slowed. She grasped the kitchen counter and stared out the window, her mind drifting back to Kathryn, the recent revelations, and the ensuing confrontation.
To be fair, their talk hadn’t been a confrontation; Kathryn had set a boundary, and although Hannah disagreed and was full of sorrow over losing something she’d never truly had, she would respect Kathryn’s wishes. But oh, how bitter it was to lose this again right after a sliver of hope had wormed its way inside Hannah’s heart.
Did this boundary mean all their interactions outside of work would have to cease? Hannah would like to continue their tentative friendship; she genuinely enjoyed Kathryn’s company.
She spotted a robin outside, landing on a tree branch and preening its orange belly. Sighing, Hannah turned her attention back to the water kettle, and after checking the temperature, poured steaming water over her tea leaves.
Perhaps she should show Kathryn she still valued their relationship, even if anything romantic was off the table. Hannah was loath to give the impression she no longer had any interest in their interactions.
 ~ ~ ~ 
After the next grueling filming day ended and Kathryn fell into a chair, closing her eyes and heaving a long sigh, Hannah took her chance.
“I could use a cup of coffee. Do you want to join me?”
Kathryn’s eyelids fluttered open, and she gazed at Hannah as if she were only just realizing that Hannah was still there. Hannah couldn’t tell which—Kathryn’s expression was an odd mix of surprise and confusion—wide eyes, a slow blink, parted lips. Hannah zeroed in on Kathryn’s lips, but, no , she shouldn’t think like this. They were just colleagues who occasionally had coffee together.
“You mean you want milk with honey and a touch of coffee?” Kathryn finally said.
“What do they say: Don’t knock it until you try it? Or as Ron would say, ‘Don’t kick it until you ate it’?”
Kathryn chuckled, the rough sound Hannah enjoyed hearing so much, and she couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, he would. You’d think if you messed up every idiom you tried to use, you’d drop them at some point.”
“I thought that was what he was doing.”
Kathryn held her gaze once again, amusement painting her features. “You’re in a good mood. What gives? Did Bandit do something special?”
Hannah’s heart swelled at Kathryn bringing up Bandit. “He doesn’t have to do anything to be special. Just being in his presence makes me happy.”
Kathryn shook her head. “Of course. What was I thinking? You know,” she said, after a beat. “I almost envy you and Liz for the affection you have for your cats. I sometimes think life might be easier with such a companion. They are so easygoing, and they won’t hurt you.”
“Well, unless you slip on their vomit and fall on your ass.”
Kathryn wrinkled her nose. “Ouch?”
“Indeed. So, would you like to come along with me?”
“Sure. Why not. Same place?” Kathryn asked, rising from her chair and stretching, drawing Hannah’s gaze to the sliver of skin visible between her shirt and her waistband.
Once Hannah noticed her own stare, she blushed and gazed at her shoes.
“You ready?”
Hannah’s gaze snapped back up. “What?”
“The coffeehouse? Same place?”
“Oh, yes. Right. Of course.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
When they arrived at the coffeehouse, Hannah noticed its name this time—the leisure bean —all in lowercase. The afternoon rush had ended, and only a few patrons filled the space, mostly younger people holding gigantic ceramic mugs, chatting among themselves.
Without discussing it, Hannah and Kathryn headed toward the same spot they’d settled into last time.
“Remember at my place, when we talked and I said I thought you’d left the ball because of something I’d said or done?” She’d been too scared then that confessing or highlighting her oddness would shatter the fragile understanding they’d arrived at. Now, though, if they were friends—or something like it—she should try to make Kathryn see the entire picture.
“Of course.”
Kathryn’s full attention felt dizzying. Hannah had to look away.
“Hey, are you OK?” Kathryn placed her hand on top of Hannah’s. Only then did Hannah realize her own hands were quivering, so she curled them up to steady them.
“We don’t have to talk about it anymore.”
“Thank you.” Hannah cleared her throat. “But I want to. I know you didn’t fully understand why I felt like that, and… Remember when you called me a pod person?”
Kathryn cringed, but she nodded.
“You’re not far off. I’m afraid I only told you half the story. I just… didn’t want you to see me as… too strange.” She sighed. “Yes, I struggle to connect with people because I rarely understand them. But for the longest time, I thought it was me—some kind of deficiency making me different, outside of normal.”
“Normal is boring.”
“Perhaps, but it makes life a lot easier. It’s easy to say that when you don’t face the same challenges—when your life fits within the norm. Acting is an outlet of sorts, a place where I can explore being someone else and express myself with no repercussions.”
“That makes sense.”
“At the ball, it was the first time in my life that I felt normal, as if I were functioning within normal parameters of the human experience.” Hannah refrained from rolling her eyes—her wording was terrible.
“Oh.”
“So, when you left so abruptly, it…it made my hypothesis become a theory.”
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“How could you have? It’s not your fault, and I don’t blame you. It’s fine.”
Kathryn tilted her head. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, it’s in the past anyway, as you’ve said, and we’ve cleared it all up now.”
“So you won’t need to rush back to your pod?” Kathryn’s lips quirked.
Hannah threw a playful glare in her direction. “No. I’m all good.”
“Great.”
Tension eased from Hannah’s shoulders as she finally gave voice to what she’d long held in. Still, a thread of worry remained—what if Kathryn found her too odd or different to keep wanting this… connection? Friendship?
She wondered how people defined their relationships. Sex often clarified things, but, still, misunderstanding could occur. Perhaps people discussed the parameters of their connections, though Hannah doubted it. She’d love it if that were the norm.
“Honestly, the automaton vibe you gave off at first was a bit scary. Doesn’t this issue impact your acting?” Kathryn leaned back, thanking the server who brought out their orders—black coffee for Kathryn, a latte for Hannah, and a container of honey he placed next to her mug.
“No, acting isn’t the problem. Real life is.”
Hannah ducked her head.
“I mean,” Kathryn said, “it’s not like others don’t feel the same. We all have our awkward social moments where we don’t know how to behave. Most people wing it, and inside their heads, they are likely screaming, worrying about all the ways they could be messing up.”
“Hmm, I doubt it.”
“That’s because you’re not inside people’s heads.”
“Oh? And you are?” Hannah stirred her coffee.
Kathryn settled deeper into her plush armchair. “Wouldn’t that be something? Actually, no—it would be awful. I don’t want to know what people are thinking.”
“It could be useful. You’d understand what they want from you, making it easier to decide your next steps.”
Kathryn studied her with an intense expression until Hannah had to look away and focus on her surroundings—the whirring of the espresso machine grinding beans, the buzzing of the milk foamer, the soft, folksy music playing in the background, and the low murmur of patrons’ conversations. It provided a familiar anchor amid this deep dive with Kathryn.
“I prefer miscommunication. Just think about how rude and raw our thoughts can be. It would destroy most relationships and friendships.”
“True. One reason I put on this…act when I’m interacting with people is that I worry others may find my true thoughts and opinions off-putting.”
“Did you have a bad experience in the past?”
“No.”
“And you don’t share your real thoughts with anyone?”
“Not really, no. You get a more…unfiltered version of me than all others, but…” She shrugged.
“I’m flattered.” Kathryn smiled. “But if you never tried being yourself with anyone, how would you know if someone would reject you?”
“Are we back to the chicken and the egg?”
“It appears so. But you know, sometimes you have to take a leap of faith. You never know, you might end up liking the scenery where you land.”
“That’s… funny, isn’t it?”
“How so?” Kathryn asked.
“You’re telling me to take a leap of faith, but when we stood in the studio garden…”
“Oh.” Kathryn at least had the decency to look sheepish. “That makes me sound like a hypocrite, doesn’t it?”
“A little.” Hannah smiled, trying to soften her agreement.
“I suppose it’s easier to give advice than take it.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t mean it’s not good advice to at least… ruminate?”
Kathryn’s expression turned contemplative.
“It’s scary, but maybe worth a shot? I didn’t lose by being brave at the ball. Whatever else may happen, I’ll never regret what we shared.”
Kathryn’s eyes softened. “Me neither.”
“Maybe our assumptions deserve a little more scrutiny.”
“It’s difficult to erase decades of playing it safe.”
“I believe it. But scripts have been rewritten before, no?”
Kathryn smiled.
Hope blossomed in Hannah’s chest. Perhaps stepping beyond boundaries was worth it.





 Chapter 17 
 Age and Tenacity 
“Come on, Kat, you can’t leave us hanging!” Elaine said. “I’ll get you more coffee whiskey. How about it?”
Before Kat could reply, Hannah entered the break room, drawing both their gazes.
“Hannah, tell Kat we’ll lose without her. Maybe she’ll listen to you. I’ve already tried to get Maddie to convince her, but no luck so far.”
Hannah cocked her head, her gaze drifting from Kat to Elaine and back. “They will lose without you.”
Kat snorted. “You don’t even know what this is about.”
“True, but Elaine has a trustworthy face.”
Elaine preened. “There you have it. Trust me. Please, Kat.”
Kat sighed. She hadn’t played squash in a couple of years, though she used to love it and played competitively in college, but that didn’t make this idea less daunting. “Fine.”
“Yay!” Elaine clapped, bouncing up and down.
“So, what’s it about?” Hannah asked.
“Now you’re asking?” Kat drawled.
“Well?”
“Squash. There’s a tournament at the end of the year—a fundraiser for animal shelters.”
“Oh, can I play too?” Hannah asked.
“You play?” Elaine and Kat exclaimed at the same time with various degrees of surprise.
“Wow. Do I seem that unfit?”
“No, no,” Kat hurried to clarify. “It’s just that it never came up, and squash isn’t the most popular sport.”
“Yes, but I love it. I’ve played since I was a teenager.”
“Ohh, Kat. You’ve got some competition.” Elaine bumped into her. “You should totally play against each other and let me know. I need to decide how to organize the teams.” She tapped her lower lip. “I might have you two play singles and doubles.”
“Wait, what?” As if Kat needed to spend more time with Hannah. Their last stop at the coffeehouse had lasted several hours, and being around Hannah outside of work wasn’t the best way to get rid of her stupid infatuation.
“That’s a fantastic idea. I’ve been looking for someone to play squash with for ages. We could be squash buddies.” Hannah glanced between them. “You can call it that, right?”
“Sure, hon,” Elaine said. “Call it whatever you want as long as you tell me how it goes.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
And that was how Kat found herself at the local fitness center, gearing up for a game of squash against Hannah Laine, who was dressed in tight-fitting shorts and an even snugger T-shirt. She hated her life.
The brightly lit court—with its white walls, red lines marking the front wall, and the squeaky wooden floor—smelled of a mixture of polished wood and sweat as Kat gripped the chalky rubber ball, sure it would leave a bit of dusty residue on her palm. She tightened her hold on the racket and set to serve.
With a pop and a whoosh , the ball careened toward the front wall, a loud thwack ringing through the room before it bounced back.
Hannah pounced.
Kat clenched her jaw, her knuckles paling as she lost the first couple of points, too distracted by Hannah’s graceful movements—quick on her feet, powerful, and precise—and her well-defined body.

Maybe if she wore a potato sack, she’d be less appealing. Kat snorted.
“Are you all right over there?” Hannah asked, not even out of breath yet.
Kat should have practiced a few times before coming here with Hannah. “Yes, of course. Go on.”
“Three to nil,” Hannah announced, as if Kat couldn’t count.
“Serve already,” Kat muttered, and Hannah did.
They were off again. The squeaky sounds of their shoes intermingled with the rhythmic thudding of the ball bouncing off walls and their labored breathing as the rally continued.
Kat grunted, hitting the ball low into the corner, away from Hannah. It ricocheted to the sidewall, fizzling out before Hannah could connect her racket.
The ball bounced twice.
“Yes!” Kat exclaimed, pumping her fist in the air, delighted by the small frown marring Hannah’s features.

Take that ! Kat pumped her fist and stepped up to serve again. Shaking off her distraction, Kat picked up her game, and, suddenly, they were tied at five.
Hannah grimaced and wiped her face on a towel.
“Surprised?” To be fair, Kat was both surprised and impressed by Hannah’s raw power and speed, not to mention her quick thinking. Kat would have to give it her all to beat her.
Hannah glowered at her. “There is no way you can win. I’m both stronger and younger than you.”
Kat straightened. “Oh, really?”
“Yes.” Arrogance practically dripped off Hannah.
Kat would wipe the smug grin off her face and teach her a lesson of underestimating experience and tenacity. “We’ll see who reaches eleven first. Best out of three or five?” Kat asked.
“Three. You should have a fighting chance, after all.”
Kat narrowed her eyes, the tendons in her arm straining. Oh, it’s on. “Bring it, Laine.” She loved to compete, and she’d give it everything, no matter how insanely attractive this version of Hannah shaped up to be.
Their game went on, hotly fought, with both diving to the floor several times—Kat would pay for it tomorrow when she’d wake up and everything hurt, but she was so close, and beating Hannah would make the pain all worth it.
After Kat’s serve at 10-8 in the third set (Hannah had won the first before Kat had rallied in a close second), Hannah hit a powerful strike with a mean spin.
Kat jumped to reach the ball, sliding on droplets of sweat and swiveling. She extended her arm in mid descent and struck the ball. It bounced off the front wall before colliding with the left one.
Hannah dashed after it, stumbling, and with a stream of curses, she hit the ground hard.
Kat collapsed to the floor with a huge grin on her face, watching the ball roll along the court after bouncing twice before Hannah could connect it to her racket.
They lay there for a protracted moment in silence, only their rough breathing echoing through the room as their heartbeats fought their way back to a normal resting rhythm.
“You did good, Laine,” Kat finally croaked. “Gave me a run for my money. I don’t even know what to tell Elaine.”
Hannah groaned and pushed herself up, bracing her hands behind her on the floor. “You had no business winning. That last ball, you didn’t even see it when you hit it!” she grumbled.
“Don’t tell me you’re a sore loser. Experience, my friend. I could still see the shadow, and I heard its sound. Extrapolation beat you again, I’m afraid.”
Hannah snorted. “I suppose old age has its advantages.” Her eyes sparkled with mirth.
“Watch it!” Kat groaned as she stood, holding her lower back. “Just for that, you’ll pay for food. I’m starving.”
Hannah’s eyebrows shot up as she clambered to her feet—looking none the worse for wear, Kat noted with a slight irritation.
“We’re going out to eat? Since when? Where?”
“Since now. Come on. Let’s get changed and see what’s nearby.”
Hannah hurried to follow Kat off the court, and Kat’s chest warmed at Hannah’s enthusiasm to spend more time together. Perhaps she could handle it after all. If she survived seeing Hannah dressed like this, sweating, panting, and looking so incredibly strong, she should be able to handle whatever this whole friendship business between them would throw at her.
“Don’t think I didn’t hear you,” Hannah said on their way out of the fitness center.
“Hear what?”
“You called me friend .” Hannah’s smile was blinding, and Kat nearly ran into something, only to be stopped by Hannah grabbing her arm.
“Well, that’s unexpected,” Hannah said, now staring at the sudden downpour.
Kat sighed, raising her gaze to the sky. A sheet of rain had turned the parking lot into a veritable pool they’d have to wade through to reach their cars. “Great.”
“We shouldn’t drive in this. People here drive insane in the rain.”
“Huh, that kind of rhymes.”
“It’s still true,” Hannah replied.
“All right. What are you suggesting?”
“Aside from a rematch? I want one, by the way.”
“All right. I’m up to beating you again. Not today, though.”
“Right. We’ll see.” Hannah looked around. “Let’s stay under the awnings and head that way. I’ve been here before. There’s a bookstore over there with a little café, and it might tide you over until this deluge stops.”
“Lead the way.”





 Chapter 18 
 Bee Trauma 
As they entered, rain hammered against the bookstore’s exposed windows, and with her first step inside, Hannah rolled her shoulders and let out a soft sigh. She still struggled to believe she’d lost the game to Kathryn. While a part of her wanted to blame it on slipping, the truth was that Kathryn had simply outplayed her. Looking incredibly attractive while doing so hadn’t helped Hannah’s concentration.
Kathryn had a toned frame with broad shoulders and strong arms. Hannah, taller and leaner, had a build that hinted at hidden strength—her musculature defined not by brute force, but by control. Both were fit, no doubt, but by all calculations, she should have had the edge.
At least there’d be a rematch.
Her heart had sped up and her cheeks had flushed (though she had the excuse of exertion) when Kathryn had suggested they go eat something together. Friendship required reciprocity, and Hannah had to bite her cheek to avoid grinning too broadly at Kathryn accepting her friendship overture. For once, Hannah’s approach to an interpersonal relationship had proven successful.
Hannah had spent the bulk of her college career in bookstores or libraries, sometimes arriving in the morning and not leaving until the sun set. She wasn’t much of a shopper and preferred to complete her purchases online, but Hannah loved bookstores.
This one was one of the better ones—it had a section with comfortable couches and soft leather sofas. Between them stood coffee tables with coasters containing quotes from classic literature. The whole setup inviting customers to sit down, drink a cup of coffee or tea, and check out books that piqued their interest.
The floor was an endless expanse of shelves—board games, comics, nonfiction, magazines, and of course, multitudes of fiction genres. Hannah usually spent a lot of time browsing the fantasy and historical fiction aisles, though she’d been a much broader reader in her teens.
“Do you like bookstores?” Hannah asked, eyeing the chocolate cream cheese danish as they stood in line to grab a drink and a snack.
“Sure. I’ve been known to frequent them, though I likely have spent more time in libraries than bookstores.” Kathryn’s gaze roved over the display case, settling on a soft pretzel she ordered with, naturally, a black coffee.
“Me, too!” Hannah said. “There’s something so calming about being in a library.” She ordered her danish and a cup of rooibos tea, too jittery to add caffeine to her system.
“That’s new.” Kathryn nodded at Hannah’s tea once they’d settled at a table in the small café. “Though this…” Kathryn grimaced when Hannah added milk and honey to her tea, “is unchanged.”
“You need to examine your aversion to honey. Maybe there’s been some drama with bees? Did you perhaps watch My Girl too often as a child?”
Kathryn’s mouth opened, closing again as she shook her head. “It’s too soon to bring up what happened to poor Thomas. I’m still heartbroken over it. Besides, you are hardly old enough to have seen the movie.”
Hannah snorted. “You realize you can watch movies after they leave theaters, right? There’s something called DVDs or digital files, streaming. Although maybe you’re more familiar with VHS.”
Kathryn’s eyes narrowed. “Watch it, Laine. You’re on thin ice again.” But her voice betrayed her amusement.
“You know, we could do a movie night and watch some classic films, maybe some you were too young to have seen when it first aired—like All About Eve .”
Kathryn spluttered. “Too young? That movie is from the fifties! How old do you think I am?”
“Hey, I’m not the one who insists on calling you old.”
Kathryn grumbled. “Yes, well, the rumor and its online discussion surely influenced me.”
“But it’s better now.”
“Yes, well, now they’re talking about your infatuation with me. We should be careful, or Darla and Ron might get their wish. A few pictures of us out and about, and the media could start buzzing with renewed speculation.”
“Is that a no to the movie night?” Hannah leaned back in her chair. She hated the sinking feeling settling in her stomach.
“No, it’s just an observation.”
“Is there more to it? I’m not sure, but it feels like there’s some kind of subtext here. As you know…”
“Not your strength, yes.” Kathryn sighed. “I like you, Hannah.”
Hannah tightened her grip on her mug’s handle. “I like you, too.”
Kathryn’s expression softened. “But do you think it’s wise to spend so much time together? We already see each other every day on set, and—”
“That’s work, and completely different. Besides, we often don’t interact much, depending on what we’re filming.”
“True.”
“I thought we could be friends,” Hannah said, her voice soft, almost wistful.
Kathryn met her gaze steadily. “And you’d like that?”
Hannah gave a slow blink. “Why else would I spend time with you outside of work?”
“There’s that.” Kathryn smiled.
“Unless you don’t want to be friends? I get it if you don’t, and I wouldn’t be mad, but you’d have to let me know. I suppose you could also show me, but I’m slow to pick up on such things, and it would…hurt more.” She cleared her throat, her gaze shifting to her fidgeting hands.
Kathryn reached out, stilling one of Hannah’s hands. “No, that’s not it.”
“If you’re sure.”
Kathryn’s gaze wandered to the large window where rain cascaded down the glass. “It used to be easier to make friends when I was younger. Perhaps that’s true for everyone. A few years ago, I met a fellow actress at an awards show. We hit it off, and I really liked her. I enjoyed her company and our banter. We’d go out for drinks or hang out, and I thought I’d made a new friend.”
“What happened?” Hannah asked.
“She tried to kiss me one night. I was intoxicated, and I’m even more blunt in that state, so—”
“Oh God.”
“Hush.” Kathryn smiled. “Anyway, I told her I wasn’t looking for romance and that I enjoyed our friendship as it was. So you can imagine the rest.”
“Not really. Did she get upset and shout at you?”
“What? No. She was embarrassed, and I assured her that it was fine, that I wanted to keep our friendship. She agreed, but… It’s usually useless.”
“Why?”
Kathryn shrugged. “I don’t know. If your interests are misaligned, it usually spells the end of anything between you. I knew that, obviously, and it wasn’t as if we’d been best friends for years, but it still hurt my feelings. God, I’m being silly. Never mind me.”
“No, go on. I mind you very much.”
Kathryn glanced away. “There’s not much more. I just… I wasn’t enough as a friend to keep her interest, and it hurt my feelings.”
“That makes no sense.”
“What, that she didn’t want to be friends anymore? I mean, if you’re in love with someone and they don’t feel the same, it’s too painful to be around them.”
“No, I get that. I meant, if she was in love with you, I’ll assume she liked you and enjoyed spending time with you. But she wanted more, right?”
“Yes.”
“So if you want more from someone and then don’t get it, wouldn’t the friendship still be valuable? And why would you want more from someone who can drop you so easily as a friend once they don’t get their way? That’s wrong. People are so strange.”
“Huh. I never looked at it from that perspective.”
“I like so few people, so I’d never dream of letting go of someone I enjoy spending time with just because they don’t want to fuck me.”
Kathryn coughed. “Woah, a relationship is more than just sex.”
Hannah waved her off. “Of course. I was intentionally being crass. I’m sorry. It’s… In the end, isn’t companionship more important, even in a romantic relationship? I mean, how much time of your lives do you spend having sex compared to doing other things together?”
“True. But it’s still an important aspect of intimacy, at least for people who want to have sex. Either way, I wouldn’t have been interested in having any type of romantic relationship with her, regardless of sex.”
“But is sex something you want?”
Kathryn looked dazed. “What?”
“When you enter a romantic relationship with someone, do you want to have sex with them?”
“Oh. Yes. I do.”
Hannah nodded, trying to ignore the heat cascading through her.
“So yes,” Kathryn said.
“Huh?”
“I want us to be friends, and we can do your movie night. At my place, though, and I get to choose the movie.”
Hannah couldn’t contain the broad smile spreading across her face. “You’re quite bossy.”
Kathryn raised one eyebrow but remained silent, sipping her coffee with a small smile.
Warmth settled in Hannah’s chest. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this giddy. She made a friend. Despite the continued rainstorm and the rumbling thunder, she’d rather be here than anywhere else sitting in comfortable silence across from Kathryn amid the sounds of customers chatting, the tingling voices of little children, and the espresso machine’s low, soothing hum.





 Chapter 19 
 A Long Way 
On Friday night, as Kat settled with a glass of wine in her living room, her phone beeped. She laughed when she saw the screen: a wall of text, with proper grammar and punctuation, and not a single emoji. Kat was surprised Hannah hadn’t indented her paragraphs. This stood in stark contrast to Kat’s liberal use of abbreviations, emojis, and, as Hannah called it, her “excessive use” of GIFs.
“Just for that,” Kat murmured, sending a GIF of a woman curled up under a blanket with a steaming mug of hot cocoa.



I picked several movies for u to choose from,


so u can’t call me bossy again




How very generous of you, Kathryn.


You’re still bossy, though.



Kat huffed. “The cheek.” She fired back with a GIF—a woman playfully crossing her arms and looking away with a slight frown.



Did teachers never tell you to use your words?


Wait, they had no GIFs back then.


Must have been hard teenage years without your favorite addiction.



Kat’s mouth fell open. She leaned forward to place her glass on the table, quickly gazing around for a coaster, but when she saw none, she shrugged and slid it onto the wooden surface. Kat opened her GIF collection, scanning them for the perfect reply.
She sent a hair-flip-confident-smile GIF and added,



Are you this brave in person?




I guess you’ll have to find out tomorrow.



Kat drew in a sharp breath, closing her eyes a second before typing,



Can’t wait.



She hit send and tossed her phone onto the coffee table, watching it glide across its smooth surface. God, she must have lost her mind. But much like she had at the ball, she struggled to resist Hannah—her dry wit, her earnest and questioning mind, and her refreshing take on stale topics during their philosophical discussions drew Kat in like a moth about to be in serious need of aloe vera ointment.
Her mind kept circling back to Hannah’s question—and the way the woman had so quickly accepted the idea that Kat wouldn’t want to be friends. That thought always turned Kat’s heart into a lump of coal sinking heavily into her stomach. She hated the notion of disappointing Hannah or confirming her absurd assumption about her inability to form lasting friendships.
All of this dwarfed Kat’s lingering doubts about the wisdom of their growing friendship.
Her phone beeped again.
Kat hesitated before snatching it up. Hannah had replied with, Me, neither . And added a heart to Kat’s last message.
“Playing with fire, Katie.” She sighed, picking up her glass again and eyeing her living room. “You need to clean up.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
Kat woke up late with a crick in her neck and a sore left hip, similar to her state the morning after their squash game (still worth it). But this time, she had no such excuse, especially since she had delayed cleaning and postponed it to early Saturday morning. Kat grunted and got to work.
She’d bought gourmet popcorn—butter, kettle corn, cheese, caramel, and chocolate—roasted peanuts, pretzels, an assortment of chocolate, along with a variety of veggies to dip. Overkill, yes, but she’d neglected to ask Hannah, and after bombarding her with text messages during the week, she just bought…a lot.
She put her favorite white wine to chill in the fridge and uncorked a delicious Domaine Faiveley before pouring the deep red liquid into a decanter to breathe. She’d also bought ice cream. Chocolate (Hannah’s favorite), vanilla (a classic), and her own favorite, mocha mint chip.
After she finished her preparations, she took a quick shower and got dressed. She had just stepped out of the bathroom and was checking herself in the mirror when the doorbell rang.

On time, naturally . Kat smiled before opening the door.
When they settled onto the couch (they’d ended up ordering food, Kat leaving the choice up to Hannah again), Hannah daintily ate her cheese pizza, while Kat showed no such hesitation and ate her black truffle pizza with gusto.
After a while, Hannah leaned back in her chair. “This was great, but you shouldn’t have gone through so much trouble for me.”
“Who said it was for you? I’m part of the evening, too.” Kat smiled. “Ready to get started?”
Hannah nodded, and they grabbed their filled wine glasses and assorted snacks and headed to the living room.
“We have Memoirs of a Geisha , which is slower-paced and serious; Clueless , a funny classic, but it’s high school-themed, so that’s something to consider; and Kill Bill 1 , which is quite brutal and graphic.
“Not sure you’d be into it. Next, there’s Raiders of the Lost Ark, a classic action-adventure you might like, given your love for history; or there’s Casablanca , a more timeless classic.”
“Hmm.”
“What? You can’t dislike all of them. It’s a broad selection,” Kat said.
“It is, but they are all quite…heterosexual.”
“Oh, right.”
Kat had considered her queer options—Carol as her first thought—but the idea of watching a sapphic romance, in her darkened living room while sitting next to Hannah felt…a tad too dangerous.
“Thelma and Louise ? Fried Green Tomatoes ?” she suggested, still staying clear of selections with explicit content.
Hannah gave a small nod. “Good options.”
“And?”
“I’m torn between Thelma and Louise and Indiana Jones .”
“Well, if you wanted something with at least queer undertones, then—”
“Have you ever seen Carol ?”
Kat swallowed hard. “Yes. I have. You?”
Hannah shook her head. “I’ve been meaning to, but I’ve never gotten around to it. I’ve heard the cinematography is fantastic.”
Kat could only nod—that was one way of describing it. Hannah wasn’t wrong, but Kat didn’t want to watch that movie with her. It was already hard enough to stop staring at her, and stolen glances were just that.
“Let’s go with Indiana Jones . I’m in the mood for something historical.”
Kat almost collapsed but gathered herself. Her “sure” sounded hoarse. She cleared her throat and set up the movie.
Hannah grabbed her bowl of chocolate popcorn and leaned back as the film started.
After Kat had avoided that dance with fire—but, oh, what a way to go it would have been—she seized a few carrots and scooped up some spicy dip, forsaking the ranch one for Hannah’s benefit.
It had been a while since Kat had last seen it, and she’d forgotten about the animosity between Indiana and Marion, only remembering them as a couple later on. She glanced at Hannah during one barbed exchange, but the woman was fully engrossed in the movie and her popcorn.
Later, when Indy called Marion “trouble,” Kat’s mind wandered back to when she thought of Hannah as trouble—on the balcony—but also when Hannah said they’d make an attractive couple. But no. She shouldn’t think about this.
“Are you all right?”
Hannah’s voice tore Kat out of her reverie.
“Why do you ask?”
“You seemed distracted. We can watch something else if you don’t like it.” Hannah reached for the remote and pressed pause.
“No, no. I’ve seen it, and all the others, too. I like it.”
Hannah tilted her head. “Then what is it? Oh, does it bore you?”
Kat shook her head, trying and failing not to get lost in Hannah’s warm gaze. Blue eyes shouldn’t be warm, but hers were. “I had to think back to…” She angled slightly away.
“I’m very confused, Kathryn. You’re clearly upset, but it makes no sense. You said you liked the movie and weren’t bored. But you also seem hesitant—off.” Her brows pulled together. “I don’t know what could’ve happened or what I might’ve done to—”
“You did nothing wrong,” Kat cut in.
“All right. Then what is it?”
Kat exhaled. “Let’s just continue the movie.”
“Is that what you want?”
“Would you allow it?”
Hannah furrowed her brows. “I’m not the boss of you.”
“I just meant some people can’t let something go. If you rouse their curiosity, especially about something that concerns them, they will keep at it until you tell them.”
“So it is about me?”
“What?”
“Your explanation implied that it’s about me.”
“Oh. Well, in a way, but it’s also about me. That’s not my question, though.”
Hannah straightened. “I’d be a terrible friend if I forced you to share something you didn’t want to, no?”
Kat bit back her first reply—You’d be human —knowing it would hurt Hannah and miss the point. “I guess so. But it’s understandable you’d be curious—anyone would.”
“Maybe, but I don’t think curiosity justifies pressuring someone you care about into revealing something they aren’t ready to share.”
“You know, for someone who claims to struggle with understanding people and making friends, you’re a pretty good friend.”
Hannah smiled, then sobered. “Are you trying to distract me?”
Kat chuckled. “No, though if that’s a secondary effect, I wouldn’t mind.”
“It’s OK. We can drop it like you suggested and continue the movie.” Hannah lifted the remote, but Kat stilled her hand, holding her gaze, almost bracing herself.
“Marion is trouble.”
Hannah only stared at her.
Kat drew back and clasped her hands in her lap. “Indy called Marion trouble, and it reminded me of a more…challenging time between us on set. When we first met and—”
“You hated my guts?”
“I never hated you.”
“No, you just didn’t like my face.” Hannah smiled. Her breath caught when Kat reached out, clasping her hand.
“You’re gorgeous, but you know that. Still, I never wanted to make you feel…awful with what I said.”
Hannah flushed and seemed unable to tear her gaze away.
Kat ground her jaw. She shouldn’t have said that. Friends might compliment each other, but not like this, and not with breathless wonder. Plus, Hannah’s skin was so soft and warm.

Get a grip .
After all, Kat had been the one to press the brakes on revisiting their intimate moment two years ago. Hannah had been nothing if not considerate of Kat’s wishes, and here she went blurring lines again. What Hannah must think of her. Kat’s shoulders drooped.
Hannah squeezed Kat’s hand. “I’ve heard it before, yes, but…it feels different coming from you.” Her voice was soft, but her gaze carried a punch—a heated knock to Kat’s solar plexus, especially when it flicked down to her lips.
Kat ducked her head. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”
Safer shores.
Silence.
Kat raised her head, and her pulse leapt in her throat at Hannah’s expression. While the heat still echoed, an open affection now accompanied it, causing Kat’s heart to drum a rapid beat against her chest.
“Yes. I’m glad we did.”
Kat nodded, not trusting her voice, but she owed Hannah a more solid reaction. She took a moment to steady herself.
“Me, too. I’m glad you took a chance on me,” she said, her stomach in knots as warmth from their joined hands settled deep inside her.





 Chapter 20 
 Stormy Seas 
After their movie night, Hannah returned home just after one in the morning to a zooming Bandit and immediately got ready for bed. Her dreams were a jumble of goons pursuing Indiana Jones—sprinting on top of trains—and of her and Kathryn being chased through the streets of a bustling city.
Hannah awoke with a startled gasp, panting, as the touch of Kathryn’s hand, both from the dreamscape and her memory, lingered on her skin, blurring the line between dream and memory.
Friends. They were just friends.
She spent Sunday cleaning her apartment and catching up on laundry before settling on the couch with Bandit. Hannah hoped she’d burned off her nervous energy cleaning and wouldn’t have a meltdown when she faced Kathryn again on set. She was being silly, but her emotions refused to be beaten into submission.
How utterly inconvenient.
 ~ ~ ~ 
On Monday, they greeted each other with small smiles and little waves. Hannah’s cheeks heated, but her heart swelled at the soft, affectionate expression on Kathryn’s face. She’d finished filming a high-tension scene with Elaine and was still riding the high of a job well-done when her watch buzzed.
Glancing down, she noticed an urgent-sounding message from Tamara: Call me, ASAP .
Frowning, Hannah rushed to the break room, fished her phone out of her purse, and stepped back out into the hallway to call Tamara back. She stiffened at her agent’s first words. After all they’d done? Unbelievable.
She thanked Tamara and ended the call, debating how to proceed. Still lost in thought, she started when Kathryn appeared next to her.
“Hey, are you all right? I was about to say hi earlier when you rushed off set.”
“Huh? Oh, you were there?”
“Yeah. I watched the shoot. It was a great scene. You have a fantastic grasp on Carla.”
Hannah’s ears warmed. “Thank you.” She should tell Kathryn, but not now and not here. Hannah glanced around. “Can we meet later in your trailer? Or you can come to mine, either way.”
“Yes, sure. But you’re OK?”
Hannah smiled. “I’m fine.”
“Good, good.” Kathryn squeezed Hannah’s upper arm. “I have another scene with Reeve ahead.” She grimaced. “But after, I’ll head back to my trailer. Come find me when you’re done?”
“OK.” Hannah shifted her weight and gave a small wave when Kathryn turned to leave. You’re terrible at this.

She headed to the break room, returned her phone to her purse, and walked to the time room, where she was scheduled to film a scene with Jackson. Around the end of the shoot, the lights flickered again, and Hannah stiffened, losing track of their conversation.
They had to repeat the take. Once completed to Ron’s satisfaction, Hannah strode toward the break room when the lights turned off, then back on again.
Hannah clenched her jaw, her heart hammering. She sped up her stride when everything around her went dark.
Another power outage.
Hannah swallowed hard and reached her hand out against the wall. The pressure of the sheetrock against her palm grounded her in the moment. She counted, one one-thousand , two one-thousand , falling into a familiar rhythm, but her body rebelled against her attempts to calm down. She was alone. In the dark. Her body still, almost immovable, just like…
She wiped her brow as sweat accumulated on her lower back. She needed to get out of here, she needed—
“Hannah, are you there?” Kathryn’s voice reached her before the soft cylinder of light shining from Kathryn’s phone did.
She wanted to say something—to thank Kathryn for rushing to find her, for even looking in the first place—but when she opened her mouth, only a sob escaped, and her expression crumpled.
“Oh, Hannah.” Kathryn hurried closer and pulled her into an embrace.
Hannah clung to her, her rapid heartbeat slowing down as this time, she wasn’t alone. Despite Kathryn being smaller in stature, her solid frame sheltered Hannah. She dug her fingers into Kathryn’s back as Kathryn held her closer.
The surrounding stillness only heightened the tension still coursing through her.
“It’s all right,” Kathryn murmured.
A clanging noise rang out before silence settled over them once more. Just as Hannah’s breathing picked up again, the generators roared to life, and the lights sputtered on.
A ragged breath tore from Hannah, and she soaked in their orange glow. She pulled back, her gaze finding the linoleum floor at their feet.
“You OK?” Kathryn asked, her voice soft.
“Yes,” Hannah croaked.
“Look at me.” Kathryn said, and when Hannah didn’t react, cool fingers touched her chin and guided her head upward.
Their eyes met, and at the affection and concern in Kathryn’s expression, Hannah’s vision blurred with unshed tears. “I’m OK.” But her voice wavered.
“Let’s get out of here.”
“What? Don’t you still have a scene left?”
Kathryn unlocked her phone, fingers flying over the screen before she pocketed it. “Not anymore.”
“Wait, what?”
“They need to fix whatever is causing these power outages. It’s unacceptable. Someone could get hurt. Imagine this happening during an action shoot.”
“Right, but—”
“It’s a short scene. It’s not going to delay shooting, and Ron owes me, anyway.”
Hannah swallowed hard.
“Come on. Let’s go out to the garden. There’s a path to a trail looping into the woods. It’s quiet and lovely, and I sometimes go there to run or relax. Join me?”
Hannah could only nod.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The overflowing foliage of two blooming azalea bushes almost hid the trail entrance from view. Their vibrant pink flowers intertwined with emerald-green leaves, creating a fragrant, leafy tunnel.
After a few steps in silence, Hannah cleared her throat. “That was my agent, on the phone, I mean, earlier, before the…” Hannah shivered.
“Oh, bad news?”
“Potentially.” Hannah’s gaze wandered to a fallen log overrun by ants. She sighed. “Tamara knows a lot of people in a lot of places, some of them at our studio.”
“I see. So, does she have rumors or anything substantial? I’m assuming it’s about Broken Time ?”
“Yes. She didn’t say it’s for sure, but it seems QuantumStream is debating ending the show after the next season—or at least reducing the number of episodes.”
Kathryn clenched her jaw but remained quiet as they continued their leisurely pace through the woods.
The cheerful chirping of birds offered a stark contrast to the glum silence that had befallen them.
“Well, I suppose the show had a good run,” Kathryn said after a short pause. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you, at least not for longer, I mean.”
“We don’t know yet for sure. I’ve also heard rumors about long meetings between the writers and Ron. I’m sure they’re working out something.”
“Perhaps.”
“If the worst happens, we’ll look for other jobs. It’s not like either of us had long dry spells between work. We should find something else.”
“Yeah,” Kathryn said, a faraway look on her face.
They continued walking for a while, both lost in thought.
“I’m… I’d like to ask you a question,” Hannah said, clenching and releasing her hand. “But it might upset you or cause problems between us, and I don’t want that. So… what do you do in such a situation? Do you ask?”
“Yes, if you introduce it like that, you just ask. Not knowing and having to guess often leads to overthinking. People tend to envision the worst possible scenario,” Kathryn said.
“Good point, yes.”
“I also like to think I’m not a fair-weather friend who’d ditch you at the first sign of trouble. Not to mention, we’ve already weathered quite a few storms.”
Hannah smiled as warmth suffused her. Even if they canceled the show, she’d forever be grateful for the opportunity to reconnect with Kathryn.
“Besides, I would still like to beat you a few times at squash.” Kathryn bumped into Hannah, who snorted. “So, what’s your question?”
Hannah inhaled deeply. “If the show does get canceled, will that change anything between us?”
Kathryn’s brows furrowed. “I just said that I wouldn’t easily abandon you. Why would the show ending doom our friendship? Sure, we’d see each other less often, and our next projects might lead to a geographic separation, but there are cell phones and video chats.
“We’ve been texting a lot already, so that would likely increase. Oh, and there are planes, last I’ve heard.” Kathryn offered an impish smile.
“You’re silly,” Hannah said.
“A vicious lie!”
Hannah rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant.” She halted, and once Kathryn noticed, she stopped too, retracing her steps to stand right across from Hannah.
“What do you mean?”
“You… A while ago, you mentioned a rule about not dating coworkers.” Hannah dragged a foot through an assembly of fallen leaves.
Kathryn stilled.
The rustling of leaves in the mild breeze, birdsong, and the whir of insects rang out like an orchestra in Hannah’s ears as she stood there waiting for Kathryn’s answer.
“Oh,” Kathryn breathed.





 Chapter 21 
 Waves 
Their gazes met, and time seemed to still. Kat’s mind soared in a high-speed race. The potential cancelation of their show paled in comparison to the gauntlet Hannah, in her unwavering directness, had thrown at Kat’s feet—a gauntlet of daring, of courage, if Kat were to pick it up.
Kat didn’t climb mountains or ride roller coasters, much preferring to remain anchored to the ground. But this day had already caused an emotional upheaval the likes of which she’d rarely experienced.
“We don’t have to talk about it,” Hannah said after a beat of silence had stretched between them, standing there with shoulders slouched, hands clasped behind her back—a posture she hadn’t taken on around Kat in a while.
“No, no. I’m just surprised.”
“OK.”
Kat took a deep breath. “We don’t know what happens to the show, so it’s premature to—”
“Stop hedging, Kathryn.” Hannah’s gaze turned flinty, sending a shiver through Kat at both her tone and the way she said her name. Everyone else called her Kat—except Hannah.
At first, Kat had assumed it was to provoke her or create distance (which she hadn’t minded at the time), but eventually, she’d realized it was just Hannah’s way—endearing, deliberate—and it made her heart race every time she used her full name.
Kat ground her teeth. “I’m not trying to hedge, but it’s a ‘what if’ scenario, and we don’t know if it will even happen.”
“It will eventually.”
“Oh?”
“The show won’t last forever, no matter how many seasons they add. It will end.”
“There are shows that lasted twenty or forty years.”
“Most of them were soap operas. Broken Time isn’t the type of show that can sustain so many seasons.”
Hannah was right, so Kat nodded.
A branch splintered with a sharp crack, followed by the shrill caw of a crow, startling them both.
Hannah sighed. “Again, you don’t have to answer. We can continue our walk and forget I ever asked. I told you the question was complicated and could give us trouble, but, regardless, I’m not going to push you, and—”
“Why are you always like this?”
Hannah’s eyes narrowed, and her expression became guarded, as if bracing for an injury.
“You always say and do the right thing. You just seem to know how to push me to dare to be…brave.”
Hannah shook her head. “I… That’s not been my life experience.”
Kat nodded slowly, eyes steady on Hannah’s. After a breath, she said, “I’m insanely attracted to you.”
“But?”
Kat chuckled. “It’s funny how you say you don’t read people well, yet with me…”
“You were different from the moment I first saw you at the ball,” Hannah croaked. “I don’t know what it means, or if it’s a good thing. Look.” She bit her lower lip. “I might be clinging to an illusion, and I know you have your rules, which I want to respect, even if they make little sense in the grand scheme of things—”
“Oh, is that so?” Kat raised an eyebrow.
Hannah’s gaze first shifted to the trees behind Kat before she faced Kat and raised her chin. “Yes.”
Kat’s stomach dropped. Hannah’s openness, her daring vulnerability, left Kat breathless and lost. What were her rules when faced with such an earnest onslaught of defiance?
She drew closer, still feeling so utterly lost, but this time, Hannah’s solemn gaze drew her in and pulled her under.
Kat wondered if Hannah was also experiencing déjà vu. Kat halted right before her and cupped Hannah’s cheek, smiling when, after releasing a shuddered breath, Hannah leaned into the gesture.
“Kathryn,” Hannah breathed, and now her name sounded sweet, almost like a benediction. Kat realized she had longed to hear it spill from those inviting lips for a long time.
“Yes?”
“My people skills are often subpar, but I feel like we should kiss now.”
Kat chuckled. “I love how you just say these things, how you never hide behind platitudes or suppress your own desire.”
“Believe me, there’s been plenty of suppression going on in my life.”
“I believe you. But here, with me, it’s different.”
“Yes. With you, everything feels different.”
Joy washed over Kat. She leaned in and joined their lips in a soft, sweet caress.
Hannah pulled at Kat, and she drew her even nearer, their bodies pressing close. Even though sunlight shone through the coppice, the area was markedly cooler in their little refuge in the woods. But now, heat spread through Kat, and she lost herself in their kiss.
Hannah let out a soft gasp as their tongues met, as the kiss deepened into something slower, more deliberate.
Embracing Hannah, Kat dug her fingers into Hannah’s back. She tasted like mint and sunshine, and Kat didn’t want to stop kissing her. Luckily for her, Hannah felt the same, and their kiss continued, only growing in intensity.
Kat didn’t know what this meant or where it would lead, but perhaps some risks were worth taking.
Eventually, Hannah drew back, resting her forehead against Kat’s. “That was…quite something.”
Kat closed her eyes, sighing.
“Don’t tell me you regret it already.” Hannah stumbled backward.
“No,” Kat hurried to say. She held on to Hannah’s hand. “I don’t, but…”
“It’s not that easy.” Hannah finished, sounding resigned.
“It’s not, but I also don’t… God.” Kat glanced up at the sky, at the canopy of trees swaying in the breeze. She found Hannah’s gaze. “I don’t know how to do this.”
“How about we take some time to think it over? We keep doing our work, and, otherwise, we continue as we normally would and see.”
“That’s not a terrible idea.”
Hannah smiled. “I’m known to have them sometimes.”
“Terrible ideas?” Kat teased.
Hannah bumped into her. “I might also send you an email explaining why your ‘no-dating coworkers’ rule is nonsense.”
“Oh?” Kat laughed. “Let me have it, then.”
Hannah’s cheeks took on a pink hue.
It took Kat a second, but when the innuendo hit, she swallowed hard as a similar heat traveled to her cheeks. “I didn’t mean it like that .”
“So you say.”
Hannah’s look of fondness and yearning left Kat trembling.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Instead of reviewing the scene they’d just gone over, Kat sat there daydreaming.
She and Hannah had agreed to meet the coming weekend at Kat’s place to see where this would lead them. Having this discussion alone in her home—the place housing her bedroom, which, in turn, contained her bed—might not be the smartest decision, but it still felt right.
Besides, they could hardly find the privacy anywhere else, though such a need hadn’t stopped Kat from kissing Hannah in the woods. A week had passed, and Kat’s mind struggled to focus on anything else.
Over the previous weekend, Hannah’s promised email arrived, detailing how Kat’s rule of not dating any coworkers was based on several logical flaws, and offering corresponding counterarguments. It highlighted, among other things, their unique connection and their limited dating pool, considering all the time they spent on sets.
At one point, Kat laughed out loud while reading Hannah’s email. It was smart and earnest, even if it read like a serious grant proposal. It was so Hannah, and it certainly didn’t help Kat stave off the temptation to throw all her rules out the window.
After that, working with Hannah on set was proving to be quite the challenge. Stolen glances, soft smiles, and awkward laughs should have been obvious for the world to see. At least Kat thought so.
And maybe it was––but no one said a word, after finishing filming a tense argument with Reeve’s character in his office. She didn’t know if that relieved her or made her more uneasy. After all, she’d been the one to cross the line.
When Ron called cut, people milled in and out of the room, setting up the next scene. Kat headed to the break room for a quick coffee fix. Reeve followed her into the room.
“Need some caffeine too?” Kat asked. Since their run-in a few months ago, their interactions had been sparse.
“Actually, I wanted a word with you.”
“About?”
“Your behavior and hypocrisy.”
Kat froze mid-scoop, the spoonful of coffee hovering above the machine. Her head snapped up. “My what?”
Reeve didn’t flinch. “Remember our last conversation—back when you still spoke to me? I told you I was thinking of pitching a romantic subplot for Laine and me to Darla.”
Kat’s jaw clenched. She gave a stiff nod.
“Well, she shot it down immediately. Gave me the usual lines: the age gap, the show not being about romance, no chemistry between our characters. Sound familiar?”
Kat pressed her lips together, shoved the final spoonful into the filter, and started the machine. She turned back to him, arms folded. “And this relates to me how?”
“I don’t appreciate you running to Darla and poisoning my ideas.”
“Your ideas didn’t need poisoning to die on arrival,” Kat said.
Reeve scowled at her.
“Is that it?”
“You’re not even going to deny it?”
Kat shrugged. “I didn’t do it, but I know you won’t believe me, so why bother?” She reached out for a mug but Reeve’s next words stopped her short.
“So all that was because you want to fuck her yourself?”
Kat turned in slow motion. Reeve took a small step back at the glower Kat shot in his direction, and she stalked closer. She might be quite a bit shorter than Reeve, but in this moment, she towered over him. “You’re out of line.”
Reeve didn’t back down. “I’ve seen the looks you give each other. You’re not as subtle as you think.”
“Whatever may or may not be going on between Hannah and me is none of your business. There are no rules against fraternization between cast members, but most importantly, your insinuation is both crass and uncalled for. It’s not our fault you’re not getting your pet plot.”
“Oh yeah? I’m as good an actor as you are! But since Laine came along, everything shifted and all we see is you and her on adventures while my character gets sidelined.”
Kat took in Reeve—his blotchy face, wild eyes, heaving chest, fists clenched at his sides. “Green isn’t your color, Reeve. I have no more influence on storylines than you do.”
She turned, grabbing her favorite blue cup, placing it next to the machine to compose herself before facing him again.
“And leave Hannah out of this.”





 Chapter 22 
 The Third 
After sending the promised email to Kathryn, Hannah didn’t know what to do with herself, tempted to check her phone every few minutes. Her solution? Going on a run.
She had spent the entire afternoon composing the email to Kathryn, much to Bandit’s great frustration. He’d paced around, annoyed that the square metal thing Hannah liked to stare at had gobbled up all her attention.
But Hannah had needed it to be flawless.
After a short discussion where she asked a slow-blinking, uncommunicative Bandit if the email made her seem pushy or hypocritical, she’d pressed send—despite loathing the feeling of nudging someone into a choice that should be theirs alone. But Kathryn was worth the effort.
Hannah’s stomach still did somersaults when she recalled their walk in the park, her own daring, and, most of all, their kiss. She’d dreamed of kissing Kathryn again from the moment those soft lips pressed against hers on the balcony.
When she returned to her apartment, sweaty and heavy with pleasant post-exercise exhaustion, she checked her email before heading for the shower. She’d never admit it, but she let out a little squeal when she saw Kathryn had replied.



Dearest Hannah,


You have an interesting take (GIF of a woman raising one eyebrow and nodding), and you’ve given me a lot to think about—more than was already on my mind. How about meeting this coming Saturday at my place for a follow-up discussion?


Kat



Of course, Kathryn had added a GIF to her email. Hannah rolled her eyes, though, in truth, she quite enjoyed Kathryn’s idiosyncrasies.
Mollified by the reply, Hannah accepted the invitation and now only needed to survive the coming week on set without pushing Kathryn into an empty room and kissing her senseless.
Boundaries. Right.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The week went by faster than she’d expected. Perhaps the commotion on set—rumors about their potential cancelation had spread and Ron and Darla announced a team meeting for the following week—distracted Hannah enough.
Her exhausting shooting schedule also helped. She had to be on set before five and rarely left before nine in the evening.
Even though she and Kathryn had only a few scenes, a thrill rushed through her whenever they could steal a couple of minutes—some filled with warnings, like the conspiratorial whisper of “Watch out, Elaine is in a mood. I think Hank pissed her off” or Hannah reciprocating with, “Jackson is super nervous and frazzled. His dog is having surgery, so be extra nice to him.”
Kathryn had returned this thoughtfulness with a mock-glare and a retort of, “I’m always kind. You should strike the word ‘nice’ from your vocabulary.” That had made Hannah snort. Overall, she spent way too much time smiling like an idiot around Kathryn.
Friday was different, though. It started out normal: Kathryn smiling at her, giving her the throaty ‘hello’ Hannah longed to drown in, before they headed to different sets. When Hannah saw her again in the evening, Kathryn wore a pinched expression—pursed lips and a set jaw. This new, guarded gaze chased unpleasant shivers down Hannah’s back.
They didn’t get a chance to talk, though, and Kathryn’s response to Hannah’s text—Are you OK? Are we still on for Saturday? —simply read, Fine, yes. Talk tomorrow, failing to calm the sinking feeling spreading through Hannah.
The knot in her stomach only grew as she paced around her apartment, fretting and lamenting her woes to a snoozing Bandit, waiting for time to tick by until she could head to Kathryn’s.
 ~ ~ ~ 
When Hannah arrived at Kathryn’s on Saturday, she rubbed her clammy palms on her pants before exiting her car and striding to the door. After a deep breath, she rang the doorbell.
A sound like a tinkling wind chime rang out—Hannah wondered if it was new—and a moment later, the door swung open, revealing Kathryn in a casual sweater and lounging pants.
“Hi,” Hannah said.
“Hello. Come on in.” Kathryn ushered her inside.
They settled in the living room, on the same leather couch they’d shared during their movie night.
“Are you hungry?”
Hannah shook her head. Her stomach was staging a riot, and the last thing she wanted to do was eat.
“All right. I…”
“What happened?” Hannah blurted out. “Everything was fine until yesterday. Did something happen?”
Kathryn gave her a rueful smile. “Shortly after you joined the cast, I had a run-in with Reeve. It was after our first day on set when it took us—well, me —forever to nail that scene.”
Kathryn’s fidgeting and her shifting gaze made Hannah’s stomach drop.
“It was odd. We’d never had issues before, but that time, he was…unpleasant.”
“What did he want?”
“In short? For your characters to have a love story.”
Hannah’s brows furrowed. “That makes no sense. Carla and—”
“Yes, I told him it’s nonsense. Said it wasn’t up to me. I thought that was the end of it, but yesterday, he sought me out again, talking about how he’s noticed us, and so—”
“You’re seriously telling me you want to call this off, everything between us, because Reeve noticed I can’t take my eyes off you?”
Kathryn’s eyes widened. “You what?”
“Kathryn, there’s no rule against us dating. We didn’t sign a nonfraternization clause, and Reeve can go kick rocks. I don’t care what he thinks or says.”
“Maybe I do.”
Hannah flinched. “What does that mean?” She thought a moment. “You and Reeve, was there—”
“God, no! Let me stop you right there. You know I’m a lesbian. What in the world, Hannah?”
Hannah’s hands balled into fists. “I told you I’m bad at this, reading people and situations. You didn’t believe me. So then what did you mean by ‘maybe I do?’”
“I’m sorry. I’m…” Kathryn pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m too old for this,” she mumbled.
“That’s nonsense. You’re not old at all. You beat me at squash!”
Kathryn chuckled. “You’re not letting that go, huh?”
“Not until I wipe the floor with you.”
“We’ll see about that.”
A less-tense silence settled between them.
“I told you I’m private, and I don’t… I hate rumors about my personal life. If Reeve spreads this or goes to the press, it’ll be all over the news.”
“Like what happened with Morgan.”
Kathryn grimaced. “I know it’s pathetic to let these past experiences affect me so much, but—”
“It’s not pathetic. Betrayals linger. And if it were me, I’d probably worry what this said about me.”
Kathryn stilled. “You would?”
Hannah nodded. “It seems natural. If people hurt you the same way more than once, it’s logical to wonder if you let it happen. Isn’t that what’s behind the ‘fool me once’ saying?”
Kathryn exhaled, glancing down at her hands. “Yes, you’re right. It’s more than that, though. The fallout is hard. It’s difficult to stomach the invasion, the speculation. The way people act like they know you, your pain, when they really have no clue.”
“I understand. That’s definitely not a fun part of our jobs, but they’ve always done that. From the moment you stepped on the scene and played that first role. That’s not something you can control. People have always talked, and they always will.”
“True.”
“And Kathryn.” Hannah grasped her hand. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Of course, but there’s still a difference between regular scrutiny that comes with the job—the interviews, public events and such—and Reeve telling tales about us. Dragging us through the mud—making me seem like a predator and you like some naïve, defenseless starlet. It’ll impact the show, our careers. That’s a lot to risk.”
“What’s the alternative? I know that what happened hurt you and left scars, and that Reeve’s actions drag you back there. But why should others get to dictate the rest of your life?”
Kathryn startled. “They don’t.”
“Don’t they? It seems like you keep finding reasons why we shouldn’t have this. All your reasons are borne from your past experiences.”
Kathryn rubbed her eyes.
“I’m not sure it’s wise to assume what happened in the past will be the blueprint for future interactions,” Hannah added.
Kathryn gave her a morose smile. “You make it sound so simple. Logical, really. And my head gets that, but…if it were that easy, I’d have changed a lot of things already.”
“You took a big step at the ball—and when you kissed me in the woods.”
“Yes, well, I suppose I have my moments.”
Hannah smiled. “I’m glad, because you’re the first person who has always seen beyond my masks.”
“I’m surprised that has never made you want to run away from me.”
“It was or is sometimes quite unnerving, but it doesn’t change the most important part.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ve never formed a meaningful relationship, not before you. All my life, I’ve been an outsider. It’s hard to explain and probably makes little sense, but I’ve spent my life observing people and how they live, and I’ve never quite reached this kind of connection with others.
“So I assumed there was something wrong with me because I don’t seem to function like other people. I don’t want or enjoy the things most people do.”
“Is this why you sometimes—I don’t know—you fake things?”
“Yes. It is easier to fit in if I act like I’m normal, act like I care about all the things others usually care about, though I couldn’t care less.”
“Right, the second thing you care about, after Bandit.”
“Yes. But that’s not my point in all of this.”
“Then what is?”
“I get your fear, Kathryn, even if mine comes from a different place. You’ve shown me imperfection isn’t bad. It’s not a defect; it’s our default.”
“My issues taught you to embrace imperfection?”
Hannah sighed. “No, it’s how you approach life, how you view the world. You understand life, and you get me, and I…I’ve come to realize that you’re the third.”
Kathryn’s brows drew together. “The third?”
“The third thing I care about.”
Kathryn drew in a breath but said nothing.
“I want this—us—and I believe we can have something real, lasting. I’m not saying this next bit because I think we’re doomed but to explain how serious I am: If we try this and fail and working together becomes too painful for you, I’ll quit Broken Time . I’d rather lose my job than miss out on the chance to be with you. That is, if your main objection is truly about work and you do want me otherwise.”





 Chapter 23 
 Unbound 
Kat understood humans needed oxygen to function, but Hannah Laine had the unfortunate habit of making world-shifting declarations with a nonchalant air, not only robbing Kat of the crucial gas but also leaving her reeling—torn between setting her world on fire, collapsing to the ground, or sprinting away without looking back.
Thankfully, Kat was only this dramatic in her head, but that didn’t make Hannah’s words any less of a punch capable of toppling her to the ground.
She knew how important Hannah’s work and Bandit were to her. Now, knowing that she not only counted Kat as her third but was also willing to sacrifice her job for her, Kat felt…
She straightened. “I’d never allow it.”
Hannah furrowed her brows. “Come again?”
“I’d never allow you to quit Broken Time because of me.”
A small smile quirked Hannah’s lips. “You’re insufferable sometimes. I confess my feelings, show how important you are to me, ask if you want me too, and what do you do? Tell me what I’m allowed to do.
“Never mind that I’m an adult and will do as I wish, but seriously? I know I’m not great at navigating emotions and relationships, but even I know that wasn’t the proper response.”
Heat crept up Kat’s neck and she ducked her head.
“God,” she ground out. “I’m sorry.” She sighed and refocused on Hannah. “I suppose it’s less…overwhelming to concentrate on the easier part of what you said.”
“It’s still incredibly arrogant to assume you can prohibit anything I do, especially when it doesn’t even affect you.”
“Yes, yes. Have we chastised me enough now?”
“We haven’t done anything. I’m the only one who’s chastised you, if you insist on using that word.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just a lot. I know what it means, what you said, and the weight it carries.” Kat worried her lower lip. “But yes. I do want you, too.”
Kat had always cringed when someone described a smile or expression as being as blinding as the sun, but here she sat, thinking exactly that. Hannah’s smile in response reminded her of the sun, and it was just as arresting.
Hannah sobered a moment later. “But does that mean you’ll give us a shot? Because wanting someone doesn’t mean you’ll do something about it, right?”
“True, but you make it hard to resist or come up with reasons I shouldn’t want this.”
Hannah shook her head. “I don’t—I don’t want you to be unable to resist temptation. I need you to be sure.”
“I don’t know how to overcome a lifelong habit of being cautious in my private life. Fear isn’t—”
“I’m not asking you to be fearless. I’m asking you to choose us because you want it, because you truly want to be with me and are clear on where it leads. I’m not expecting promises of forever, but I need to know you feel a genuine interest and desire to be with me.”
Kat locked eyes with Hannah, blue irises shining with strength and conviction, and she didn’t think she’d ever felt this drawn to another human being.
“Yes,” she breathed. “I want to give this a shot.”
“May I kiss you?” Hannah asked after a beat where they both sat there, staring at each other.
Kat could hardly believe that they’d made it here, that they’d found themselves in this situation. „Yes.”
Before Kat finished such a simple answer, Hannah was in her arms, connecting their lips in a hungry kiss, as if something within her had broken loose, as if she’d given herself permission to take what she wanted.
Kat groaned into the kiss, pulling Hannah closer as they reclined on the couch. As she guided Hannah on top of her, Kat silently congratulated herself for the impulse buy of this wide couch that would keep them from an unceremonious tumble onto the floor.
Hannah deepened the kiss, drawing Kat’s lower lip into her mouth to worry the flesh with her teeth.
Kat shifted her hands underneath Hannah’s shirt and traced her fingers up her back before scratching down, delighting in Hannah arching into her touch. She spread her legs so Hannah could settle more comfortably.
Hannah pushed closer, and at the friction of the move, Kat groaned, breaking the kiss. She closed her eyes and pushed her head further into the couch, trying to regulate her rapid breathing and the frantic rhythm of her heart.
“Are you OK?” Hannah asked, tracing her fingertips down Kat’s cheek.
Kat nodded, opening her eyes when she leaned into the gesture.
“Do you want to stop?”
Kat hesitated. Her body told her loud and clear what she wanted to happen next, but a lingering sense of unease gnawed at her. She didn’t doubt Hannah or her feelings, but this would be it—a step she wouldn’t be able to erase if it turned out to be a mistake, as so many of her personal decisions had been.
“It’s OK. We can just sit here and talk. Maybe watch another movie. Thelma and Louise this time?”
Kat inhaled sharply. No. She’d not allow fear to ruin this for them or cage her, and Hannah right along with her. “I’d like to take this to my bedroom, if you’re interested.” She studied Hannah, noting her flushed cheeks, blown pupils, and kiss-swollen lips. She yearned to be closer to her, to lose herself in Hannah.
Instead of answering, Hannah pushed herself up from Kat and stood. Extending a hand, she helped Kat to her feet. “Lead the way.”
Kat hadn’t been with anyone in a while, and inviting someone into her bed, well, such an event lay even further in the past; yet she drew Hannah toward her bedroom.
The air inside her room felt suddenly cool against her heated skin. Kat eyed the pale-blue walls, the light spilling in from large windows that illuminated the soft, gray carpet before her bed.
She’d bought the gorgeous walnut platform bed not too long ago, in love with its sleek and simple low-profile headboard and the overall clean look. A bed she was leading Hannah to, and for the first time, she noticed Hannah taking in the room too.
Hannah’s gaze shifted from her fiddle leaf fig plant in the corner to her dresser with its candle set and the meditating Buddha figure, before looking at the couple of photographs Kat had framed and hung up—her own work: a raging waterfall, and a towering tree at twilight.
Hannah looked at the bed, and the silence between them stretched, but it wasn’t heavy or uncomfortable, the kind you’d try to fill to stop from itching. No, the hush between them was charged, raising goose bumps on Kat’s skin.
At Hannah’s continued silence, Kat now asked, “Are you OK?”
“Yes,” Hannah croaked. “I’m drinking you in.”
“You’re looking at my room, not me.”
Hannah shifted to look at Kat. “This is you, too. Your most intimate of spaces.”
“Do you like what you see?” Kat ran her thumb along the tips of her own fingers.
Now, Hannah’s gaze remained firmly on her. She took a step closer, invading Kat’s personal space, spreading heat along her skin.
Kat swallowed hard, her breath hitching at Hannah’s ardent perusal.
“Yes, I do,” Hannah whispered before surging forward and claiming Kat’s lips in an urgent, deep kiss.
Kat groaned, clinging to her. They tumbled backward until Kat’s legs hit the foot of the bed.
Hannah didn’t stop, just somehow maneuvered them to recline on the mattress with Kat stretched out beneath her.
“Now what?” Kat asked, the playful curve of her lips matching the spark of challenge she felt rise inside her.
Hannah pulled up Kat’s hands and pressed them into the mattress beside her head, reconnecting their lips and deepening the kiss.
Kat’s hips rocked up, and she lost herself in the heat, in the moment’s closeness, until Hannah broke the kiss.
She drew back, and Kat once again marveled at how she was somehow responsible for creating this look of abandon on Hannah’s features.
“We’re wearing too many clothes.”
Kat hummed, eyes darkening. “Yeah. What do you propose we do about it?”
“I don’t know.” She slipped her hand below Kat’s shirt, grazing the edge of her bra. “It can also be fun to steal one’s hands beneath shirts.” She shifted lower, lightly scratching her nails along Kat’s skin.
Kat shivered at the touch.
“Or pants,” Hannah added and slid her hand under the waistband of Kat’s trousers, tracing her fingers over her panties.
Kat’s stomach twitched. “True,” she croaked and canted her hips, trying to tempt Hannah to employ a firmer touch.
Hannah grinned, seeming to enjoy teasing Kat.

Two can play this game .
Kat raised her head and whispered into Hannah’s ear, “Are you sure you don’t want to feel firsthand how wet I am for you?”
Hannah gasped, her arm jolting. She turned her head and claimed Kat’s lips in a bruising kiss.
Kat embraced her and trailed her hands beneath Hannah’s shirt. She unfastened her bra before seizing the hem of her shirt and tugging it up, the soft cotton first snagging on Hannah’s golden phoenix pendant.
Panting, Hannah pulled back and pushed up her torso so Kat could pull her shirt over her head. Kat’s hands drifted to Hannah’s front, and she lowered the cups, releasing Hannah’s breasts.
Hannah helped with brushing her bra straps down her shoulders.
Kat dropped the garment to the floor before her hands sought Hannah’s breasts again, feeling their heavy weight. She brushed her thumbs over pebbled nipples and connected their lips in an ardent, hungry kiss.
Groaning into Kat’s mouth, Hannah lowered her body down to fully lie on Kat. After a long moment, she drew back. “And now you’re overdressed.”
“We should rectify that,” she murmured.
Hannah shivered and hurried to divest Kat of her clothes before taking off the rest of her own.
Delighting in the cool air brushing over her warm skin, Kat moaned and let her eyes fall shut. Hannah connected their naked torsos, their chests pressing together, generating even more heat, while their legs entangled.
They kissed anew, deeper, and more desperate, their bodies moving in a steady rhythm. Sunlight spilled into the room, casting a warm glow over their bare heated skin. On the carpet, their silhouettes rose and fell in a shadow theater of entwined bodies.
Kat’s fingers dug into Hannah’s back when she lifted her leg and the abundant wellspring between Hannah’s legs bathed the skin of her thigh.
Hannah broke the kiss and pressed her face against Kat’s neck, placing open-mouthed kisses against her tender skin.
“Touch me,” she whispered.
Kat’s eyes fell shut, and she ground her jaw as waves of arousal threatened to inundate her. She slid her leg down and replaced it with her fingers, stealing through Hannah’s wetness while holding her as close as possible.
Hannah strained against her, panting. Her free hand clung to Kat, who explored her intimately at a leisurely pace, careful to avoid the hardened nub, no matter how much it called out for her touch.
Hannah arched her back and rocked her hips against Kat’s hands, as if trying to force her higher, or lower—to get her to do anything besides her lazy exploration.
“Kathryn,” Hannah whined, the skin of her knuckles paling.
Kat ran out of patience, and overcome with the need to watch Hannah tumble over the edge, traced her fingers higher until she brushed against the swollen nub.
Hannah moaned. “Please.”
The moment their tongues rediscovered their rhythm, Kat’s fingers added the counterpoint, increasing both pressure and speed to her strokes over Hannah’s clit.
“God, yes. That’s…perfect,” Hannah croaked as she pulled back, her hips gyrating to Kat’s rhythm.
Kat was feasting on the sight of Hannah’s glistening skin, marveling at how her brows furrowed in concentration as she chased her release with parted lips and a straining neck. What a vision—Kat could watch her forever.
Hannah stilled, her mouth open, a whimper spilling from her lips. Her body locked up before quaking in a drawn-out climax.
With slowing fingers, Kat continued guiding Hannah through a series of aftershocks with slow and soft strokes.
Hannah pressed a lingering kiss on Kat’s lips before bonelessly collapsing on top of her.
Pressing a kiss on top of Hannah’s golden curls, Kat pulled her close. “Are you all right?”
Stretching, Hannah sighed. “I’m much better than all right, and if you give me a moment, I’ll return the favor.”
“I recall you boasting about your superior stamina,” Kat teased. “But when it comes down to it, youth disappoints.”
Hannah looked up and threw a mock glare at Kat. “Watch it or I’ll make sure you have trouble walking after I’m done with you.”
“Is that supposed to be a threat?” She brushed her fingers down Hannah’s cheek. “Darling, I don’t know if anyone’s ever told you, but you have to threaten people with something they don’t want.”
Hannah smiled. “I guess our desires are aligned. Shall we do something about it?”
“Are you sure you have recovered enough?” Kat challenged, groaning as Hannah pulled her in a torrid kiss.
After all, night hadn’t fallen yet.





 Chapter 24 
 Recovery 
Hannah trembled, tracing Kathryn’s jaw with her fingertips, spellbound by the intensity of their encounter, how her nerves still sang at the memory of Kathryn’s touch.
“You’re so beautiful,” she breathed.
Kathryn blushed but didn’t avert her gaze.
Hannah smiled, releasing a small sigh. Kathryn touching her so intimately alone had sent her reeling, and the challenge and teasing only added fuel to the fire. She shifted and crawled to hover over Kathryn, gazing down at her radiant face, her eyes an entrancing smoky gray, her pupils nearly swallowing her irises. “I believe I’ve rested enough now.”
Kathryn bit her lower lip. “That’s good to know.”
Hannah’s gaze zeroed in on Kathryn’s dark red lips, and she lowered her head, slowly, watching every microexpression flitting over Kathryn’s face. Right before she could capture her lips, Kathryn rose up and kissed her urgently.
Kathryn’s hands slid into her hair, massaging her scalp as she pulled her down to stretch out on top of her.
Shivering as their bodies touched again, Hannah settled into the triangle of Kathryn’s legs and deepened their kiss. The taste of Kathryn lingered on her tongue, like a secret whispered in the dark, forbidden and intoxicating.
Kathryn’s hands trailed down her back, and Hannah arched into the sting of her nails raking down her skin.
Breaking the kiss, Hannah licked and nipped at Kathryn’s neck, tracing her tongue down her clavicle while her hands cupped Kathryn’s breasts, completely covering them.
Kathryn’s hips rocked up as she grew more restless.
Their breathing echoed through the stillness of the room, interrupted by a soft sigh when Hannah brushed her fingers over Kathryn’s nipples. She scooted further down, allowing her hair to sweep over Kathryn’s skin, watching goose bumps pebble.
“Hannah,” Kathryn whispered, her fingers now clutching the sheets, the tendons in her hands standing in visible relief.
Hannah looked up at Kathryn, and with their gazes locked, she drew one stiff peak between her lips, raking her teeth over the bud before sucking while rubbing the other nipple with her fingers.
Kathryn groaned, and her eyes fluttered shut.
Hannah could feel the tension growing in Kathryn’s body, and she loved being the one to catapult her into a state where she appeared almost dazed with arousal.
Releasing one nipple with a plop , Hannah turned her attention to the other, sucking it into her mouth and licking in fast circles around the furrowed skin.
Kathryn’s hands shot to Hannah’s head, her fingers digging into her scalp as her body stiffened.
Humming, Hannah pulled back and trailed her lips down Kathryn’s torso, dipping into the valley of her stomach before exploring the jutting hip bones. She peppered Kathryn’s skin with licks and nips.
Kathryn’s hips jolted when Hannah hit a particularly sensitive spot. By now, her hands had returned to the sheets, bunching them up in her grip.
“God, please. I’m so close,” Kathryn ground out, her neck straining as she buried her head deeper into the pillow.
Spurred on by her lover’s responsiveness and longing to watch her fall apart, Hannah settled to lie more comfortably between Kathryn’s stretched-out legs. She pressed open-mouthed kisses against the soft flesh of Kathryn’s inner thighs, delighting in the little shivers her touch caused, in the husky sighs spilling from her lover’s lips.
Kathryn pushed her hips forward, wordlessly encouraging Hannah to quit her teasing, and so she did.
Hannah turned her head and first blew a soft breath on Kathryn’s glistening flesh.
Kathryn twitched, sobbing when Hannah lowered her mouth and licked through her length.
Closing her eyes, Hannah savored the feel and flavor of Kathryn on her tongue. She first concentrated on mapping out the terrain, exploring every nook and cranny and noting each of Kathryn’s delicious responses.
Kathryn pressed her hips down and bowed her back.
Grasping Kathryn, Hannah sped up her tongue, sucking at the labia before inching higher until she engulfed Kathryn’s straining clit.
“God, yes.”
Hannah flicked her tongue across Kathryn’s clit in rapid motions. She released her grip on Kathryn’s hips and guided her fingers to her entrance. Massaging the skin there, she pulled back.
Kathryn groaned.
“Can I go inside?”
A broken “yes” fell from Kathryn’s lips, bleeding into a long moan when Hannah resumed her ministrations, once more taking Kathryn into her mouth while pressing two fingers inside her core, enjoying the snug, velvety smooth heat welcoming her.
Hannah’s gaze traveled over Kathryn’s body: her heaving chest, hardened nipples, and sheen of sweat coating her skin. Most arresting though was the look of raw need playing on her features, the tension gripping her entire body as Hannah’s tongue propelled her higher.
The tendons on Kathryn’s hands went taut again. She stilled for a few rapid heartbeats before tremors gripped her frame and she quaked in release.
Hannah slowed her tongue and fingers but continued her attentions until Kathryn seized her hand, pulling at her.
“Come here.”
Pressing one last kiss against Kathryn’s curls, Hannah crawled back up and, with a smile, kissed Kathryn deeply.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Hannah stretched and pulled Kathryn closer against her as they enjoyed the afterglow of their passionate afternoon. She had resisted the lure of hope—or at least she’d tried, considering hope was a pesky little thing impossible to swat.
With Kathryn’s naked body pressed against hers as she dozed, and the setting sun spilling into the room and chase shadows across the floor, Hannah wondered when she’d last felt this contented.
A moment later, Kathryn roused and snuggled closer to Hannah, pressing her face against her neck and placing a lingering kiss on her skin.
Hannah tightened her hold on Kathryn. “Hey.”
“Hey, yourself,” Kathryn rumbled, a sound Hannah felt in her bones, and that, along with Kathryn’s nearness, sent shivers down her back.
“Your voice should be illegal.”
Kathryn raised her head, incredulity painting her beautiful features. “My voice?”
“Yes. It ensnared me from the first sentence you’ve ever said to me.”
“So you didn’t find it appealing before we ever met, when you were watching Accidental Detective or Broken Time ?”
Hannah groaned. “You make me sound like a fangirl.”
“Well?”
“You’re unbearable sometimes, you know that?”
Kathryn laughed, her eyes crinkling.
Once more, Hannah was struck by how utterly lost she was to this wonderful, complicated, exasperating woman.
“I have eyes, so yeah, I always thought you were an attractive woman, and perhaps I’ve also noticed your voice—”
“Perhaps?”
“Oh, hush. It hits differently when you’re right in front of me. The sound onscreen doesn’t do you justice.”
“You know, I was once told that I sound like the wicked witch in Hansel and Gretel.”
“What?” Hannah almost dislodged Kathryn with her rapid, startled movement. “Who said something so dumb?”
“It was a long time ago.” Kathryn chuckled. “I’m happy you like my voice.”
That provoked a grumble.
Kathryn pressed their lips together in a soft kiss. When she pulled back, her face sobered.
“What is it?” Hannah asked.
“Nothing. It’s all fine.”
“Your face says something else. What just happened?”
A flicker of hesitation crossed Kathryn’s features. “I’m being silly. I don’t want to ruin the mood with my brain’s strange associations.”
“What if I want to know?”
“It’s truly not a topic for such a lovely early evening,” Kathryn said.
“Is there a rule we can only discuss certain topics in bed?”
“Of course not.”
Hannah only stared at her.
Kathryn sighed. “And you’re calling me unbearable.”
Preferring to wait Kathryn out, Hannah remained silent.
Kathryn drew closer again. “Just memories, about how life is hard—or perhaps we make it that way.”
“Care to elaborate?”
“It’s not exactly pillow talk.”
“I like your mind, the way you think. I want to know you, really know you, so you don’t have to hold back.”
Kathryn nodded, her gaze steady. “There was a time when I felt so lost. All I did was lose people. Some died.” Her voice cracked. “Others moved away and our contact withered and died. Some changed. Or maybe I did. I don’t know.”
She traced her fingers along the bedspread. “I remember one time after arguing with a friend, a real serious disagreement on a philosophical level. I thought, you know what? Forget friendships. I’m done. All they do is hurt. You disappoint them, and if you don’t, they disappoint you.”
“I agree. That’s why I generally prefer solitude,” Hannah said.
Kathryn offered her a sad smile. “Everything ends. That’s what I kept thinking. Everything fucking ends. And when it does, it hurts so much. But I also remembered times when the notion of everything ending was the only solace I had left.”
Hannah studied her. “What happened next?”
“You realize your issue isn’t just life but also…” Kathryn shrugged. “Well, your age. The older you get, the more likely you’ll lose people. They die.”
“You make it sound like you’re ancient.”
Kathryn waved her off. “No. I mean, yes, death becomes more relevant at a certain age, but it’s a thing through all ages, just with higher probabilities toward the end.”
Hannah grinned. “Once more, you’re not that old.”
“My point is, life can suck a lot. People are unbearable because you can’t live with them or without them.”
“Speak for yourself. At least about the last part,” Hannah quipped.
Kathryn smiled. “All right. Fair enough. Most people prefer the company of others to being alone.”
“We discussed the difference of being alone versus being lonely.”
“Yes. Well, many people take a kind view on life and others.”
“You don’t?” Hannah asked.
“It depends. On a good day, most definitely. But there are days when I want to set the world on fire.”
“Like when I joined Broken Time .”
“Most definitely.”
They smiled at each other, and after a moment of silence, Kathryn continued, “Despite it all, all the pain, the disappointment, the hardship, and all the losses, life is still beautiful.”
“It looks quite beautiful to me right now.” Hannah’s fingertips ghosted over Kathryn’s arm, raising goose bumps in their wake.
“Who’d have thought, huh?” Kathryn murmured, ducking her head, a faint pink rising to her cheeks.
“Hmm, go on.”
Kathryn shrugged. “People are more inclined to focus on the bad stuff, you know? It’s heavier, so we remember it. We recall moments when we were tired and sad. When you felt the sadness radiating in your bones, and your heart grows so heavy, you swear it’ll topple you.” She intertwined their fingers, as if she needed their connection to tie her to the present, away from the memory she’d evoked. “There’s also often the sensation of your stomach turning. A quick odd nausea spreading and you’re sick to your stomach, literally.”
“You know, if you’re trying to sell me on life, you’re doing a terrible job.”
“Know your audience and all. It’s not like I could convince you with rainbows and cotton-candy clouds.”
Hannah laughed. “True. But gloom and doom will work?”
“Obviously. Look, my mom always said life is what you make of it. So corny, right? It’s a common saying, mind you, but she took it to heart, and she said it to me all the time when I was a kid. It got on my last nerve.”
 She shook her head. “But she was right. You can choose to get lost in sadness. In feeling crestfallen.
“That’s what I’d written into my journal the night after the fight with my friend. I’m not sad. I’m
crestfallen . The word felt so right, and I looked it up to learn more about its origin and different meanings. It’s even more fitting than I thought.”
“Doesn’t it mean dispirited?”
“Yes. Or defeated. It’s like falling from a crest, or off your horse—since a crest can refer to the head of a horse.”
“Oh, that’s interesting. Did you lose the battle with your friend?”
“I did. Yes. But it was more important to me that the battle didn’t turn into a war because then we’d both lose.”
“How is it better if only you lose?”
Kathryn shrugged. “Sometimes I’d rather lose a battle than a friend. But it’s… Again, at some point, you must decide what all of it means. What you want it to mean. And there are moments in life when, despite feeling utterly defeated, you still get up because what else is there? Nothing will ever get better if you stay on the ground.”
Hannah grimaced. “That sounds like one of those motivational quotes they hang up on the wall with a sunset or something during team-building exercises.”
“Clichés exist for a reason. If they didn’t speak the truth in a visceral way, they wouldn’t be clichés.”
Hannah groaned. “You’re truly unbearable. Has anyone ever told you that before?”
“Oh yeah. Liz tells me regularly. And you just repeated it. Again.”
Hannah’s cheeks warmed, and she cleared her throat. “All this just because I said I like your voice and some idiot needs their ears cleaned?”
Kathryn snorted. “I told you: My mind goes off on odd tangents sometimes.”
“I really like how your mind works. It’s so different from mine.” Hannah squeezed Kathryn’s hand.





 Chapter 25 
 Chicken Little 
Kat sat in the conference room, fingers tracing idle circles on her notepad, still waiting for the proverbial shoe to drop and split her skull. Two days had passed at work, and she kept waiting for someone to notice—to point out how her world had changed, how Kat had changed, because people had to notice what she spied whenever she looked into the mirror—the feverish brightness radiating from her.
Yet, nothing.
Hannah and Kat sent endless text messages and video chatted for a little while both Monday and Tuesday after getting back home—even after seeing each other all day at work. Kat feared she might be turning into a teenager at forty-five. How horrid.
She should have known better than to relax.
When the writers’ and producers’ meeting with the lead cast members rolled around, she contemplated if chaos was inevitable. Life did not tolerate peace and contentment, and once you reached such a state, something had to give.
Fine. The news wasn’t completely out of nowhere, considering Hannah’s warning from her agent. But still. Would it kill the universe to let the sun shine for more than four days before dumping rain on her again?
“As you see, the new approach will create a buzz online and should attract viewers more interested in the revised format than our current one.”
“What about the risk of losing our regular audience?” Kat asked.
“Negligible,” Darla said. “Our research indicates most people have grown satiated with historical mystery-solving and are quite open to a more action-packed and ethically fraught use of the time machine.”
“It looks like it will turn Broken Time into a completely different show. Not just the content, but also the pace and what you’re asking of us,” Hannah said.
“You’re skilled actors. We know you can handle the shift and that you have a much broader range than what’s asked for in your current roles. Besides, your characters won’t change. Just their assignments,” Darla said.
“Isn’t that part of the problem? Our characters aren’t trained for such missions. They aren’t spies or agents, or even members of the armed forces,” Kat said.
“No need to worry. We found a solution for that,” Ron said, then paused. “Look, it’s a done deal. If we want to save the show, we need a new approach. QuantumStream is close to cancelling us, and this is our last chance.”
“We’re giving you a heads-up on what to expect next season. It also means we must ramp up promos for the agency’s new direction. We likely have until the middle of next season before they make a final decision.
“I hope you’ll give it your all to ensure Broken Time continues its run past season four.” Darla ended the meeting, and they all filed out of the room.
Kat understood the stakes, and a part of her was intrigued by the new direction, exploring how her character dealt with such a drastic change in mission directive. Personally, she hated the very notion of time travel—the paradoxes, the logic headaches, the impossible what-ifs.
But for the show? That was different. She could appreciate the storytelling potential, even if the new direction was a lot to digest. However, the increased promotional demands coming set her on edge.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Hannah and she didn’t have a lot of time to discuss the news over the next couple of days, as they were both busy with filming and the added marketing commitments—so far, mostly interviews and a few scheduled talk show appearances.
By the time the weekend rolled around, they had agreed to meet at Hannah’s. Hannah had told Kat to pack a bag because she had plans that would keep them occupied all weekend.
Bandit greeted Kat by turning around and stalking off, while Hannah offered a smile and a kiss.
“Don’t mind him. He’s still grumpy because I disrupted our weekend routine.”
“I see. Bandit likes to hold grudges.”
“Don’t all cats?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
After eating the pasta salad and grilled chicken breast Hannah had prepared, they settled on the couch. Bandit appeared to eat half of Hannah’s chicken. She didn’t seem to be aware that she was pulling off meat strips and dropping them on the floor for him.
Kat knew better than to call the little feline spoiled. She had once made this mistake with Raji and had no desire for a repeat.
“What are your thoughts on the change in direction?” Hannah finally asked.
“Content-wise, or what it means for us?”
“Both.”
Kat’s lips curved. “I’m a little excited about it. The role has grown somewhat stale, and we’ve been doing much the same in different shades.” She sighed. “I suppose that’s television in general.”
“Changing the past is an insane enterprise and will only usher in drama. I’m curious to see how the show tackles the ethical ramifications.”
“Isn’t drama the point of television? Who wants to watch people getting along and making blueberry pancakes?”
“People who like cooking shows?”
Kat chuckled. “Even there they add drama. I understand the desire to change the past, mind you. Even relating to our own, we often wish we could change moments once we know better.”
“But then we wouldn’t be who we are today,” Hannah said.
“True, but for some that’s part of the appeal.”
“Would you change something about your past if you could?” Hannah asked, her face open and shining with genuine interest.
Kat folded her legs under herself. Hannah’s sincere effort to get to know her sometimes made her stomach knot. She trusted Hannah, though a part of her, still bruised from the past, wished she didn’t—but that was no way to live.
No, the trace of nausea stemmed more from the fear of being found lacking, not worth the effort. She supposed she and Hannah shared that concern, and since she’d tell Hannah to lose that fear, she should try to do the same.
“Yes. There are a few things I’d change. I’d spend more time with my family. I’d maybe try to mend things with my father.” She smiled softly when Hannah grasped her hand and stroked the back.
“You still could, no? Sometimes it’s hard to break away from our obligations, and we get lost in our daily lives, letting things like making time for family and friends fall to the wayside. But your father, he’s still here.”
“You assume he’d want to see me.”
Hannah furrowed her brows. “Did he tell you to leave and never come back?”
Kat startled. “What? No. Of course not.”
“So, when was the last time you actually saw each other in person?”
“I don’t know. It’s been years, over a decade.”
“So, nothing but birthday wishes in between.”
“Mmhm.” Put that way, it did sound ridiculous.
“Do you want to see him again?”
Did she? Kat tried not to think about her father. After her mother died, he’d grown distant—standoffish in a way that felt more like rejection than grief. At first, she’d made excuses for him, told herself it would pass.
But it never did.
He couldn’t even look at her. So she’d left. And he’d let her go. Never once tried to stop her.
“Maybe. I have to think about this some more.” Kat sighed. “What about your family? You rarely mention them.”
Hannah almost visibly deflated, her posture awkward and tense, as if the mere mention painted her world gray. “Yes, well, like I said, we’re not all that close.”
“Would you like to change that?”
“I don’t know. Yes and no. I…I fear you’ve ruined me a little.”
Kat straightened. “I did what?”
Hannah offered her a rueful smile. “My life was much easier, more compartmentalized, before I met you, before we became friends and, now, this new development.”
Kat opened her mouth, but Hannah’s index finger on her lips stilled her.
“No. I regret nothing. It was easier before, and now, I wonder. It’s not just you. I’ve also enjoyed spending time with Jackson and Elaine. Did you know we all went to volunteer at my local animal rescue a few weekends ago?”
Kat shook her head. “Why didn’t you ask me to join you?”
Hannah’s skepticism was plain. “You don’t seem the type who wants to spend her weekend feeding dogs and cats or cleaning litter boxes.”
“And Jackson and Elaine are? Be sure to tell them,” Kat drawled. “Maybe I’d have enjoyed spending time with you?”
“I think I wanted to see if I could enjoy other people’s presence without you there, too.”
“Oh,” Kat breathed, unsure how to respond. “And?” she managed to say.
Hannah sighed. “Yes and no. To my utter surprise, it was fun having Jackson and Elaine join me at Nine Lives Landing. Perhaps a bit more than when it’s only me.” She grumbled.
Kat grinned. “How awful. Human contact can be enjoyable.”
Hannah raised one eyebrow. “I think we covered that quite a bit last weekend.”
Flushing at the memory of their heated encounter—tasting Hannah’s skin, making her moan and cry out her name, watching her writhing beneath her—Kat cleared her throat.
“True, but I’m sure those weren’t your thoughts while you were cleaning litter boxes.”
Hannah laughed. “No, especially since I hadn’t yet discovered how you taste. I’m sure that would have been terribly distracting.”
“You’re incorrigible.” Kat swatted Hannah, though her mind hadn’t been any better.
“That’s the point. Even before we were physically intimate, my thoughts kept drifting to you—wondering what you were doing or how you’d have reacted when Jackson slipped and fell flat on his ass, only to have a horde of cats climb all over him.”
“I’d have laughed and suggested he needed to get one to keep Lucky company.”
“Yes, Elaine said that, too, and he’s tempted. But the point is, it was distracting—in a good way. I like thinking about you.”
Kat cupped Hannah’s cheek. “I like thinking about you, too.”





 Chapter 26 
 Crash 
While running an errand Thursday around noon, Hannah grabbed a coffee nearby, which led to an awkward run-in with a Broken Time fan. She had no problem switching gears to her professional persona—it came with the job—but the content surprised her.
“Oh my God, Hannah Laine! I loved you in Nightfall , and I couldn’t believe it when I heard you joined Broken Time ! I’ve been watching it from the start, and I’m so excited.
“I saw an interview with Kat the other day about how things will be different next season. The subreddit dedicated to the show is buzzing with speculation about what exactly will change.” She all but bounced with excitement.
Hannah smiled. They had conducted a few interviews teasing the upcoming change, but as far as she knew, no details had been revealed. “What speculation?”
“Oh, you know, that we’ll get to see you guys more involved with history, like you’re going to be a part of it. That sounds so awesome! And romantic, too.”
“Well, I can’t reveal anything, but I’m happy you’re so excited about the show, and I’m sure the writers will come up with thrilling new episodes.”
“Totally! Do you mind if we take a picture together?” She held up her phone. “I’m Tonya, by the way.”
“Sure, no problem.” Hannah smiled for their selfie. “Nice to meet you, Tonya.” She gestured with her coffee. “I’m afraid I gotta run. Just a short break.”
“Yes, of course. I didn’t mean to keep you.” Tonya waved goodbye.
Waving back with a smile, Hannah tightened her grip on her cup as she left the shop. Awesome and romantic —exactly what she’d been worrying about since the reveal of the show’s new direction.
Hannah’s unease only grew on her way back. They’d received an email yesterday about a delay, telling them to expect the script today instead. She might be stressing over nothing, but she couldn’t shake her discomfort.
She wasn’t too worried about getting typecast, but the potential impact of a cancelation on her career gnawed at her. Her previous show, Nightfall , had been quite successful, which was what had led Ron to reach out to her to audition for Carla’s role.
She loved playing complex characters navigating extraordinary situations, and she hoped the script changes wouldn’t take that away. However, she hated the idea of playing fast and loose with history. But as Kathryn would say, all of it rested outside her power to change, so she needed to let it go. If only following such advice were as easy as giving it.
 ~ ~ ~ 
One of the show’s assistants finally delivered the script preview to Hannah that evening. She skimmed it before heading to Kathryn’s trailer as they’d planned to spend the night together at her place.
Hannah greeted Kathryn with a quick kiss. “You look about how I feel.”
Kathryn chuckled. “What a compliment. We’ve been dating for not even a month, and here it is—the appeal is already waning.”
“You’re silly. I didn’t say it makes you any less attractive.”
“Good to know.”
“Did you get a chance to look at the script preview?”
“Yes, I was going to have a closer look when you showed up.”
“Read it together?” Hannah asked. “Or should we head to your place first?”
“Let’s have a bit of a read now, then we can leave work here and head home.”
“Good idea.”
They curled up on the couch and began reading.
After about ten minutes, a tension crept between her brows as Hannah set the script down. “This is—”
“Pretty exciting!” Kathryn gazed at Hannah with a glow in her face. “It’ll be a lot of fun to play.”
“I was going to say insane.”
“Oh,” Kathryn’s shoulders sank.
“Although I understand why you find it interesting from an acting perspective,” Hannah added.
“What’s insane about it?”
“The entire concept. Changing time is inherently problematic. From the butterfly effect to all kinds of paradoxes. It’s logically flawed, and it requires a complete suspension of disbelief to even buy time travel is real.”
Kathryn waved her off. “That’s true for a lot of fiction. As long as we build a universe with a consistent set of rules, our audience should be fine with it.”
“What about ethical consideration?”
“About filming a time travel show where they try to change the past? That’s not new. There are many fictional stories about time travel. It’s practically its own sub-genre within science fiction.” She placed the script on the side table.
“Yes, but that doesn’t address my issues. Given the state of the world, creating a show where we decide what past to change and why—who to help and why—it’s… I don’t think it’ll go over well.”
Kathryn shifted to sit up straighter. “A show doesn’t have to be didactic to be good or successful.”
“Oh, I agree, but this might be asking for more trouble than it’s worth.”
“In what way can a fictional show be trouble? We’re here to entertain.”
“That doesn’t absolve us of all responsibility.” Hannah didn’t look away as the low hum of the AC cycled again, filling the moment of silence spreading between them.
“Honestly, I find it distasteful to rewrite history. It feels disrespectful to the people who suffered through these events. It might even wash away the guilt of the perpetrators. ‘Look, it never happened. Isn’t that grand?’” Hannah’s tone turned sharp.
“Isn’t it more about exploring ‘what if’ scenarios? They can allow viewers to ponder what might have been. I’ve always enjoyed such exercises.”
“Me, too, but what if we end up trivializing historical events? People tend to learn from their entertainment, and our show could influence how they view history. We could contribute to the trend of encouraging a simplified view of cause and effect.”
“Again, I don’t think it’s our show’s responsibility to educate people about history. You’re also giving people zero credit here.”
Hannah’s eyebrows rose as she shot Kathryn a look that hopefully conveyed a mixture of Duh? and your point ?
“Yes, yes, you’re right. Some people buy into fiction as a form of education. I still don’t see why it means we need to account for them and adjust, especially since they are the vast minority. You can’t fix stupid.” Kat nudged Hannah. “But look.” She picked up the script again. “This reads more like it’s going to be about exploring the moral dilemmas our characters and their relationships face because of their attempts to change the past,” Kathryn said.
“There’s one discussion between our characters here.” She held the pages so Hannah could see where she was. “It focuses on how something they changed in the past directly affects their lives, and they’re grappling with how to accept it as individuals, making personal sacrifices to prevent more suffering. It will be much more challenging to play than doing a routine job for a wealthy client who wants to know who killed his grandpa.”
“I suppose.” Hannah worried her lower lip. Such scenarios sounded more challenging, she had to admit, and it would add depth to their characters, introducing new conflicts they’d have to navigate. It might really be exciting for the audience.
She loved history, and the trend of misrepresenting or exploiting historical events for political agendas frustrated her. She wasn’t sure how comfortable she felt being part of something like that—even in the name of entertainment. As if entertainment had never served propaganda.
“Can you explain why this upsets you so much?” Kathryn asked after a beat of stillness.
Hannah met her gaze, trying to gauge her sincerity, then chastised herself for doubting her. “All right. Take Pearl Harbor for example. The movie focuses more on a love triangle than on the tragedy of the attack or its aftermath—how it dragged the U.S. into World War II and led to the internment of Japanese Americans.
“Or The Alamo , which hypes a heroic last stand while glossing over the complexities of slavery and Indigenous displacement. These films reduce significant historical events to mere backdrops for personal drama, distorting how people understand history.”
“Yes, but that’s what sells, isn’t it? At least for blockbusters.”
Hannah’s frown deepened. “That doesn’t make it better.”
“No, but it’s financial reality.”
Hannah clenched her jaw. “I hate how the entertainment industry cares more about profit than accuracy. Hell, they want to cancel Broken Time because it doesn’t make them enough money. But we’re still making them plenty.” She tightened her grip on the pages of her script. “And now they want us to sensationalize major historical events with no consideration of the consequences. And what if it doesn’t work and we get canceled anyway?” She dropped her head. “Sometimes actors struggle to find new roles after a show is canceled early,” she added, her voice low.
Kathryn grasped Hannah’s hand. “Hey, look at me.”
Hannah did.
“We can’t control the cancelation, except by doing our best in every way. And I have no doubt you’d find another role if Broken Time were to end early. Darling, I think you’re worrying too much. Our writers are skilled; they won’t do anything awful. And if you talk to Darla about your concerns, I’m sure she’ll listen.”
Hannah’s mouth opened, but she found no words. She could only stare at Kathryn as another round of silence settled between them.
This time, though, it wasn’t ire that had stolen Hannah’s words but awe at the woman who had always taken her and her concerns seriously, who had never faulted her for not understanding what most people viewed as common sense, and who, for some odd reason, felt as drawn to Hannah as she was to her.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Their leisurely morning was interrupted by Kathryn’s phone going off and the way she looked like a ghost once she saw the incoming text message, her face drained of all color.
“What is it?” Hannah placed her mug on the table.
Kathryn shook her head and rose, her chair scraping on the wooden floor. The noise was deafening against the heavy silence that followed.
“Are you all right?” Hannah hurried to her side, grasping her arm.
Kathryn’s expression tightened. “I… Lynn, my photographer from back then. She just texted me,” she croaked, her voice barely above a whisper. “She asked if I would meet her.”
A chill ran through Hannah as she stared at Kathryn. She reached for her trembling hand. “You don’t have to.”
Kathryn’s mouth opened before closing, and she shook her head, squeezing Hannah’s hand. “How could I not?”





 Chapter 27 
 Imagined Dragons 
Kat clutched her phone with white-knuckled intensity, and despite hating the look of trepidation flitting across Hannah’s face, she darted out of the room.
She first considered heading to her study as the memories of her nights with Hannah still lingered in her bedroom, but she quickly discarded this idea; the room housed even heavier ghosts.
Right now, she needed to think—and maybe have a small breakdown—but Kat didn’t want Hannah to see her like this.
She considered calling Liz, but no. First, she needed to be alone.
The soft carpet anchored her as she stood before the bay window, staring at a swaying oak tree. Her shoulders were so rigid, she worried she might snap.
She hadn’t heard from Lynn in over twenty years, so why would she contact Kat now? It made no sense. To be fair, nothing about their short-lived intense involvement had ever made sense.
Kat had always lost herself in Lynn’s presence—her confidence and wild energy. Lynn had always been on—so full of life—and Kat had soaked up this exuberant energy like a sponge on the verge of drying out.
God, why now? Lynn had been the last time it had felt effortless—and after her, Kat had just… drifted. In and out of things. Some barely even qualified as relationships. Nothing had lasted more than a year.
Morgan had been the final nail in the coffin. Not because Kat didn’t believe in love, but because she’d grown too suspicious. Too tired. It was always so much effort—and no one had made her want to try.
Not until Hannah.
Did Hannah even want something serious? She appeared just as invested as Kat. Of course, the world chose this moment to vomit at her feet once more, much like little Raji had done years ago—except this dreck would be much harder to clean up.
Kat had been serious. She didn’t know how she could refuse Lynn. The last thing she needed was the pictures leaked and the press comparing her nude twenty-two-year-old body with her current one.
More importantly—answers. She might be able to ask Lynn, “What the fuck happened, and how could you have done this to me?” While the answer likely wouldn’t change anything, it might offer some form of closure.
Hannah. Her mind kept circling back to Hannah. When she’d first told her about Lynn blackmailing her, she’d been ashamed, hardly able to meet her eyes. Sure, Hannah had reassured her, saying it wasn’t her fault, but Kat couldn’t help feeling gullible, culpable.
She hadn’t been prepared for Lynn’s betrayal; in fact, Kat had never even seen it coming. Worse, losing her mother months before wasn’t at the heart of her failure to notice.
No, Kat feared she would have fallen for Lynn’s game regardless—after all, she’d misjudged Morgan, too. She’d never shared this thought with anyone, not even Liz, yet here she stood, agonizing over the possibility that Hannah would finally see how weak she’d been, how weak Kat still was.
If she talked to Lynn, she might find some closure, but what if talking to Hannah opened cracks between them, cracks that ushered in the end of what had just begun to blossom?
A quiet knock on her door careened Kat’s gloom train to an abrupt halt. “Come in,” she croaked. She didn’t turn, not sure she could face Hannah after her childish departure.
“Hey. I, um, didn’t want to crowd you, and I can totally head home if you need space. But I wanted to check on you first, just to make sure.” Hannah leaned against the door frame.
Kat’s shoulders slumped. What was wrong with her? She almost would have preferred Hannah criticizing her. But the woman who said she sucked at interpersonal relationships was proving to be a much better companion than Kat deserved, offering her nothing but understanding and compassion.
Moisture welled in Kat’s eyes at Hannah’s soft touch on her shoulder.
“I don’t know what you must feel right now, and I’m not saying I know what you should do, but don’t people say talking helps? You don’t have to confide in me, but you could call Liz? She knows all the details and I’m sure she’d offer you sound advice.”
Kat closed her eyes.
“I’ll head home, then, OK? Take care of yourself.” Hannah placed a lingering kiss against Kat’s cheek.
When Hannah took a backward step away from Kat, the room, whose temperature had felt perfectly fine, now blanketed Kat’s skin with ice.
Before Hannah could reach the door, Kat rasped in her direction.
“Please stay?”
Hannah halted before rushing back to Kat and pulling her into a tight embrace. “Of course.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
Kat agreed to meet Lynn in a neutral location, a coffeehouse, not the one she’d frequented with Hannah. No, they met at café close to Kat’s so she’d be able to rush home and lick her wounds if needed.
The crowd frequenting the Golden Roast consisted largely of people socializing who had retired long ago and now had more time than they knew what to do with. Kat figured this crowd might be hard of hearing and that they likely wouldn’t recognize or care about her.
Kat gritted her teeth as the soft drone of jazz set her on edge. Her shoulders and back already felt as stiff as the plank she had set out to walk, so the accompanying soundtrack didn’t help.
After ordering a cup of coffee, she sat at a corner table. Her nerves might be working overtime, but that was no reason to forgo caffeine.
What was Hannah doing right now? She had requested that Kat come by afterward if she felt up to it, but Kat doubted she would.
While Hannah had said nothing against Kat meeting Lynn, her pursed lips and pinched expression had made her stance clear, even as she’d said, “It’s something only you can decide.”
Kat had also talked to Liz for over an hour, who had told her to punch Lynn—funny coming from a woman who’d kicked out her cheating husband without resorting to violence.
A server brought her coffee, and Kat fiddled with the spoon, though she had no intention of adding the complimentary sugar or milk. When her gaze next drifted to the entrance again, she froze.
Despite the passing of time, she’d have recognized Lynn anywhere. She was thinner, almost frail looking. Her once-long raven hair, now in shorter salt-and-pepper curls, barely touched her shoulders, and she wore a set of horn-rimmed glasses.
Lynn’s smile shifted into a grimace when she spotted Kat, and Kat’s shoulders loosened a bit. At least she wasn’t the only one uncomfortable.
“Hi, Kat.” Lynn halted at the table, her hands fidgeting along the backrest of the chair.
“You want to go order something to drink first?”
“No, I’m good.”
They regarded each other for a long beat.
“Take a seat?” Kat broke the silence.
“Yes, yes. I’m sorry.” Lynn cringed and sat down. Her hands trembled, and she dropped them into her lap. “I… Thank you for meeting me. I know you have every right to tell me to go to hell.”
Kat said nothing.
Lynn shifted in her seat before seizing her purse and pulling out a flash drive. Placing it on the table, she pushed it toward Kat. “Those are all of them.”
“Why should I trust you? You could have a million copies on your computer or stored on a cloud drive somewhere.”
“True. I don’t, and there’s no way I can make you believe me, but it’s the truth. I know… There’s no forgiveness for what I’ve done.” She swallowed hard. “You might not have realized it, but when we were together, I was so lost, and I—I got hooked. I was this wunderkind photographer, and I believed all their bullshit.” She leaned back in her chair and her eyes grew vacant before she shook her head. “I don’t want to bore you with details, but—”
“No, go on. I deserve the entire story.” Kat forced herself to ease her iron grip on her mug.
“All right.” Lynn sighed. “Remember how you used to say you loved how full of life and energy I was?”
Kat nodded, tightening her hold on her cup, focusing on the soothing warmth of the coffee seeping into her. She still didn’t trust her voice. Kat never thought she’d see Lynn again, much less talk to her, having to listen to her.
Lynn sighed. “I’d bought into the idea artists are only worth anything when they’re productive, and that meant completing as many jobs as possible. When my cousin was fifteen, she was diagnosed with ADD, as it was commonly called back then—nowadays they group it under the broader ADHD umbrella.
“The doctor prescribed Adderall, and it helped her a lot. During one visit, I complained about not being able to focus, and, well, she offered me a few pills. It kept me up for days, working on my photography. My focus was insane.”
Kat said nothing, figuring getting this out wasn’t easy for Lynn.
“Long story short, I eventually felt I needed the pills to do about anything artistic, and I guess it’s what made me so hyper and alive, as you called it.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Of course not. I hid it from everyone. I felt like a fraud.”
“Because you relied on pills to feel creative?”
Lynn nodded. “You can guess the rest.”
Kat narrowed her eyes. “I can’t. And even if I have my suspicions, I want to hear it from you .”
They both stilled, though the world around them didn’t—the coffee machine whirred as it ground beans, mugs and utensils of the other customers clattered, and their voices, a distant murmur, grew louder amid the hush stretching between them.
Lynn shifted. “I was behind several deadlines, and while the pills helped, they also cost me. My work…suffered.”
Kat said nothing, her stare unwavering.
“I just needed another twenty or thirty pills to get me through these projects, to hand them in on time and…” She swallowed hard, scratching at the skin of her arm. “I was about to fail, and everything would have been ruined. And I couldn’t…”
“So you ruined us instead?” Kat rasped.
Lynn’s eyes brimmed. “Yes.”





 Chapter 28 
 Human Error 
Hannah paced her apartment over and over, to the point where Bandit finally escaped into the bedroom after shooting her a baleful look followed by an elongated whine. She wanted to relax and do something productive, but her gaze kept drifting to her phone, waiting to hear from Kathryn.
When the message arrived, I’m back home. Need a rain check on meeting. I’m tired and need to think. We’ll talk soon —followed by a heart and a kiss emoji, not even a GIF, Hannah deflated and dropped onto the couch.
She had braced herself for disappointment, but its arrival still stung. She didn’t understand why Kathryn had agreed to meet with Lynn. While not philosophically opposed to the concept of second chances, after a certain level of screwup, there were no bridges left to mend.
Lynn had been intimate with Kathryn, and instead of cherishing it as a gift, she had turned it into a weapon—hurting her personally and threatening her professionally. There was nothing left to talk about.
Yet Kathryn didn’t think so.
What did it all mean? Wasn’t it bad if Kathryn didn’t want to talk to Hannah about this? Didn’t couples talk about these sorts of things that happened in each other’s lives?
Even worse, she’d have to wait until they saw each other again on set, and they had a busy schedule for the next few days.
Not that this was something you should discuss at work. At least Hannah didn’t think so.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Hannah yawned when she entered the makeup room at four-thirty in the morning—her earliest start of the week. Of course, Kathryn was already in her chair, chatting with Laney. Hannah would never understand how someone could be so alert this early. Perhaps Kathryn didn’t drink coffee but injected it into her veins.
“Good morning.” The small smile forming on Hannah’s lips wilted at Kathryn’s quick glance and curt nod. It yanked Hannah months back to their standoffish past encounters in this room. She took a seat, trying and failing to catch Kathryn’s gaze. That was when she noticed Kathryn’s topic of conversation with Laney.
The weather .
Why on earth were they talking about the weather in LA?
“I’m glad it cleared up. Those clouds looked scary last night,” Kathryn said.
“We actually got some thunder. One strike was so loud, I almost fell out of bed,” Laney replied.
“Weather is easier to understand than people.” Hannah couldn’t prevent her morose mood from leaking into her tone.
Kathryn’s gaze snapped to her, but before she could say anything, Laney replied. “Too true. I had a client the other day who insisted I apply their makeup twice because they always needed to wash off the first application. It boggles my mind.”
“Yes, well, some people need routines that may seem odd to others, but we should respect whatever makes someone comfortable.”
Hannah’s brows drew together. “Even if it’s wasteful and irrational?”
“‘Wasteful’ is relative. What is wasteful or illogical to you might be exactly what someone else needs. You can’t assume that whatever works for you will do so for someone else,” Kathryn argued.
“When did I assume that? And I’d say putting on makeup only to wash it off and reapply it qualifies as wasteful by most people’s definitions.”
Laney’s gaze flickered between them, her brows creased in confusion.
Kathryn’s gaze hardened.
“Did something… Why are you—” Hannah started.
“Let’s talk about it later, OK?”
“Sure.” Hannah didn’t know how else to reply.
“Am I done, Laney?”
“Of course. You can head over to your shoot.”
“Thank you.” Kathryn rose and, without a backward glance or a goodbye, rushed out of the room.
“You’re set, too.” Kerry said, startling Hannah.
“All right. Thank you.” She stood, quashing the urge to duck her head and slink away. This was exactly why she didn’t get involved with anyone. People made no sense. First, Kathryn told her that this huge event—something affecting her for decades—was none of Hannah’s business, and now she was acting as if they weren’t even friends, much less something more.
To make matters worse, they had an important emotional scene to film later. Their characters had barely escaped the clutches of a client wanting to use the time machine for revenge. He sought to punish Anachron Agency for helping a former customer clear his family name—which had destroyed the reputation of their current client.
Hannah had asked Darla why the agency hadn’t researched their new client and declined to work with him. The answer was human error—an affliction going around. She had been distracted throughout the day, delivering subpar performances that put her on edge. By the time she entered the set for her scene with Kathryn, she was so overloaded with emotions, all she wanted to do was rush home and bury her face in Bandit’s fur, letting his rhythmic purring ease her tension.
Instead, she strode toward Ron, her hands folded behind her back. “Where do you want me?”
“Laine, what happened to you?” Ron asked, cocking his head.
“Excuse me?”
He waved her off. “Never mind. Everyone seems in a weird mood today. Maybe it’s the weather. The calm before the hurricane.” He nodded to himself.
At the mention of weather, Hannah stiffened. She’d not heard from Kathryn the entire rest of the day. No text messages, no funny GIFs. Not even an emoji. Was this how relationships ended?
No. She was being silly. Hannah squared her shoulders and followed Ron to the set of Lisa’s office where they would discuss their narrow escape and how to add precautions to prevent such disasters in the future. As if Hannah were up for an emotional talk with Kathryn.
Of course, it wasn’t really them talking—it was Lisa and Carla, their characters, right?
Kathryn sat in her chair, glasses on her nose and poring over the files on her desk.
Hannah ground her jaw, striding closer and without a word took a seat in the chair in front of the desk. A moment later, Ron started the scene.


“Human error is not an acceptable excuse. Anachron almost lost our entire team because someone dropped the ball and allowed Drender to slip through the cracks,” Lisa said.


Hannah missed her cue, almost stuttering when she said, “Some deception is harder to uncover than others. Drender worked hard to fool us.”


“Cut,” Ron called. “Kat, a little less hostility. You’re not angry at Carla but at Drender and the system that failed you. Hannah, watch your cues and try to sound more convincing.”
They both nodded, and the scene began anew.
“Kat, lose the attitude. Remember, Lisa respects Carla. Hannah, watch your timing. You’re still too slow—and stop acting like someone kicked your puppy.”
“My Bandit is a cat, not a dog, so you’re probably thinking of Jackson.” Hannah added, “And for the record, I’d end anyone who dared kick my Bandit.”
Ron only managed a glare in response.
Her outburst almost made a smile appear on Kathryn’s otherwise thin-lipped expression, but she looked away, as if anything resembling normalcy had to be rejected. How did they get here?
Their smiles were off, their tone too rigid—too emotional or not emotional enough. Their body language didn’t work either, and the, “Oh my God, Hannah. Kat isn’t going to bite you. Why did you flinch?” also didn’t help.
After eight takes, Ron had muttered, “I suppose that’s as good as I’m gonna get today,” and they’d ended the shoot.
Usually, they’d head to Kathryn’s trailer after they both finished their last scenes of the day, but everything was now up in the air. Hannah turned to ask Kathryn, only to notice she’d already left.
Hannah stood there, frozen, staring at the exit, unable to comprehend what was happening. She’d been the one to convince Kathryn that her rule against dating coworkers was nonsense, sure it wouldn’t cause any issues between them on set.
Now here she stood, alone, holding a metaphorical bowl filled with her own words, a spoon hovering in the air. She shifted from one foot to the other, worrying Kathryn might be regretting their involvement. Her avoidance suggested as much.
Hannah’s shoulders slumped. She’d been hurt two and a half years ago when Kathryn had left her standing on the balcony. Hannah didn’t know how she would cope with Kathryn rejecting her now.
One thing was clear: Kathryn was upset about something, and it had all started after she’d met with that conniving snake, Lynn. While Hannah would accept—once again—Kathryn’s decision not to share this with her, there was no need to treat Hannah like a stranger.
She straightened. No . They would talk, and they would do so now. Hannah couldn’t exist another moment in limbo, even if the gnawing in her stomach urged her to flee—to avoid facing the possibility of losing Kathryn.





 Chapter 29 
 Input Error 
Kat slammed the door of her trailer shut and halted, hands finding her hips, head tilting back, eyes squeezed shut. What a mess. She and Hannah hadn’t been an item for more than three months, and here they were, already allowing tension between them to bleed into their work.
Yet, Kat couldn’t make herself regret breaking her rules for Hannah, especially not when she was entirely to blame for this fiasco. She needed to talk to her; she knew it. However, right now, there was nothing she feared more.
Her conversation with Lynn hadn’t gone according to plan, and while Kat could accept that life often worked out like that, what had happened—the revelation—was so far away from anything Kat could have guessed, she felt like she’d landed on another planet.
Space exploration was definitely not on her bucket list.
The problem with expectations wasn’t just the disappointment when they went unmet—it was how the imagination often conjured potential scenarios worse than reality. When the resulting discrepancy shattered a truth one had been so sure of, a truth that had shaped decades of one’s life, it was like being rudderless in a storm of one’s own making. And Kat was about ready to drown.
It also meant Kat felt dumber than before, when her imagined woes had remained intact. And once those were gone, what was left?
Kat didn’t know how to deal with—let alone explain—any of this to Hannah, at least not without sounding beyond pathetic. But she owed Hannah an explanation, given how she’d treated her.
Despite knowing this, Kat had run away, afraid that the situation with Lynn would open Hannah’s eyes, that she would see the same picture of Kat that she was facing right now in the mirror: fractured and pathetic.
A knock, and almost at the same time, the door opened.
Kat spun around and came face-to-face with Hannah, her expression as wild and reproachful as Kat felt inside.
Kat tightened her fists, stifling the impulse to push past Hannah and run away. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t do this now.
“Do you think you could actually talk to me, or are all our conversations from now on going to be veiled comments and avoidance?”
“What?”
“This morning, in Style and Makeup—and how you just ran away after the scene.”
Kat stiffened. She had expected Hannah would want to talk, but the force of her entrance caught her off guard. “I thought you’d agreed to wait until I’m ready to talk to you.”
“You gave me no guidelines! ‘Talk soon ,’ you said in your text, and this morning, you said we’d talk later. When is soon? What does later mean? How am I supposed to know what’s the right thing to do?”
Kat pinched the bridge of her nose. “I went through something really hard, and it…impacted me in ways I couldn’t have imagined. I’m sorry, but I don’t know how long it’ll take me to be ready to talk.” Her heart thumped heavily in her chest. She hesitated before adding, “You could have told me there was a time limit.”
Hannah’s brows furrowed. “This isn’t about Lynn.” Her voice cracked. “It’s about you treating me like I don’t matter anymore. Like I’m invisible—like I’m a stranger, just because you don’t want to talk about one thing that I’d agreed to not bring up until you’re ready.”
Kat flinched. “I’m not trying to treat you that way.” But even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t the whole truth. “I just… I can’t separate the two right now. I barely know how I feel about it myself, and now I’m supposed to explain it to you?”
Hannah raised her arms before dropping them again. “No, I just…You didn’t give me a time frame, and I needed more guidance on how to handle this. What do you want me to do?”
“I obviously meant for you to wait for me—wait until I’m ready and I seek you out. Curiosity isn’t an excuse to push me when I’m not ready.”
Hannah took a small step backward, almost colliding with the door.
Kat wondered for a second why almost all their confrontations took place in front of a closed door and whether it symbolized a warning she refused to heed.
“Obviously? ” Hannah glared at Kat. “It’s not obvious to me, as you should know.”
For a second, shame washed over Kat. Yes, she should know. God, what is wrong with you?

“I’m not being nosey, and I didn’t mean to push you. I didn’t understand how to continue or what’s the right thing to do. I only know I hate how things are between us ever since you met with that backstabbing bitch, and—”
“Lynn isn’t the problem here.” I am.

Hannah clenched her jaw. “You’re defending her?”
“What? No, but I won’t allow you to project the blame.”
“Are you serious? We wouldn’t even be here having this discussion without her contacting you. Actually, we wouldn’t be here without you giving Lynn the chance to sabotage your life again!”
Kat flinched. “So you’re blaming me now?”
“I’m not blaming anyone! Those are just objective facts.”
“Must be nice, hiding behind logic and reason—pointing to immutable facts instead of dealing with something as volatile and unpredictable as emotions”—Kat’s voice caught, and she placed her hands on her hips as she stepped closer—“when you don’t have to make sense of a reality that refuses to add up. When you’re not forced to integrate emotions you long thought buried. When you’re so scared…” Her voice broke.
Hannah shook her head. “But, Kathryn, isn’t this something you should talk about? How can you carry all this on your own and still expect to still be standing?”
Some of Kat’s ire fled, once more replaced by shame for failing Hannah. “I never said I don’t want to talk about it, but—”
Hannah’s shoulders drooped. “Just not with me .” She seemed to say it more to herself than Kat.
Kat tightened her jaw. “When did I say that?”
“You didn’t have to. Your actions speak for themselves. I can’t contribute anything useful here, so I should go.” Hannah straightened.
“That’s your solution? We argue, and you leave?” The words came out harsher than she’d intended, but beneath the frustration lay a deep ache—fear, maybe. Fear that this really was the end, that she’d pushed too far and couldn’t pull Hannah back.
“Hasn’t that been your approach so far? At least I only leave when there’s an argument, while you left me when all I wanted to do was talk or help you.”
“Wow. So I’m the bad guy again.”
Hannah narrowed her eyes. “Why do you keep trying to make this about blame? I just wanted to talk to you. Did Lynn blame you for the blackmail? It was her fault! Even if you consented to the pictures, you didn’t—”
Kat waved her off. “I don’t want to talk about Lynn. She’s not important here.”
“Could have fooled me,” Hannah mumbled.
“Have you ever considered that you can best help someone by respecting their wishes and giving them the time and grace to process things on their own—without making them feel like they’re failing you, too? Like they’re not living up to your expectations and ideals?”
“How would you be failing me? I don’t have ideals or expectations for you to live up to. I don’t see how I could have made you feel this way. Where is all this coming from, Kathryn?”
Kat’s shoulders sagged. She couldn’t deal with this now, not on top of everything else. “You know, I think you’re right. You should leave.”
Hannah recoiled, as if Kat had slapped her. Kat took a small step toward her; a part of her longed to reach out and reconnect, but a much larger part shouted at her to stop, to let Hannah go before she dragged up more ghosts Kat wasn’t ready to face.
“If you wish.” Hannah’s voice rang soft, almost resigned.
“It’s better this way.” Kat’s throat constricted.
Though Hannah’s eyes shone, she stood straight and nodded. “Very well.” She turned and seized the door handle.
“Hannah—just… I’m sorry.”
Hannah turned her head, her defeated expression hitting Kat like a punch to the gut. “Me, too.” And with that, she left Kat’s trailer.
At first, Kat just stood there, staring at the door, her words echoing in her ears while Hannah’s wounded expression etched itself into her retinas. She’d really done it.
“God, Katie, you’re a royal asshole sometimes. One day, your damned fear will cost you everything,” she muttered into the room and kicked the couch, grimacing at the shock of the impact reverberating through her foot. “Go ahead. Break your foot. Would be on par with the rest of the mess,” Kat grumbled and packed up her belongings, readying herself to return to her empty home instead of spending the night cocooned in Hannah’s warmth.





 Chapter 30 
 Too Heavy to Carry 
On Friday afternoon, Reeve, whom Hannah had steadily avoided since he started becoming unpleasant, cornered her alone in the break room.
“Is this how you got your role in the first place? I mean, you were in Nightfall before, I’ll give you that. But it was pretty short-lived. And to jump from that to Broken Time as a co-lead?” He cocked his head.
Hannah straightened and clasped her hands behind her back. “What exactly are you implying?”
“You’re really bad at reading between the lines, aren’t you? Maybe that’s why you haven’t noticed Kat’s doe eyes, or how her gaze practically undresses you.” He glanced up and down Hannah’s body. “Then again, who can blame her?”
Hannah’s hands tightened. “You’ve still not stated your accusation.”
“That you fucked your way onto this show, at least according to the rumor mill. You and Ron? Or maybe you and Darla? That’s more your scene, isn’t it?”
Tilting her head, Hannah scrutinized Reeve like something foul she’d accidentally stepped in. “You’re pathetic. You are a subpar actor who has ridden on the coattails of his betters, and now you want more, but people in charge see you for what you are: a small, insignificant, mediocre man who doesn’t believe what the mirror tells him.” She stepped closer. “I don’t care what rumors you’ve spread about me, but I’m warning you, Reeve. Leave Kathryn out of it.”
They glared at each other in silence, only interrupted by footsteps and indistinct murmurs from the hallway.
A vein in Reeve’s neck pulsed, and he pressed his lips into a tight line. He didn’t back away, instead leaning closer. “How cute. Both of you being so protective of each other. We’ll see how far that’ll get you when people learn the truth about you. It’s funny how the real story eventually finds its way into the news.”
Hannah swallowed a gasp.
Reeve grinned. “I’ll leave you to it.” He grabbed his coffee cup and marched out of the room.
Hannah stood rooted in place, Reeve’s parting words echoing in her mind: The real story finds its way into the news. Was he behind the leak about her supposed catfight with Kathryn?
Her first instinct was to confide in Kathryn, to seek guidance. But Kathryn needed space, and they weren’t really talking, so, no, she wasn’t going to do that. Besides, she had no proof—just a suspicion.
She needed to investigate first.
With this in mind, she sought Elaine and Jackson out, both of them clearly as fed up with Reeve as she was.
“He’s becoming unbearable. I’m not even sure I want to invite him to the next cookout,” Elaine muttered.
“Yeah,” Jackson added, shaking his head. “I don’t know what happened, but he’s turned into a real loner—no surprise, given his behavior lately.”
“I was thinking we could go back to Nine Lives Landing?” she asked, a plan forming in her mind.
“Sure. I’d like that,” Jackson said and Elaine nodded.
 ~ ~ ~ 
On Saturday morning, she spent her free time stalking Reeve online. As she sat at her desk, scrolling through his (nauseatingly) self-involved posts, she cursed softly when a sip of hot coffee burned her mouth.
Bandit jumped onto her lap, and she edged the cup back onto her desk. “Hey, buddy.” She stroked his smooth back. “Let’s see if Reeve’s brain is as big as his ego. Personally, I doubt he could outsmart a paper bag.”
After twenty minutes of inspecting Reeve’s feeds, Hannah leaned in closer. “Oh, this looks promising!” She wiggled in her seat. “Looks like he’s got a sock puppet account. Bandit, check this out—his account and the sock puppet promote each other constantly, gushing about Reeve and arguing that the show doesn’t do him justice.”
Hannah compared both accounts and the time stamps of their interactions. “They also both really sound like him.” She tapped her lips. “Oh, and Mr. Sock Puppet loved everything about the leak and our supposed catfight.”
She shook her head. “What an asshole, Bandit.”
Hannah printed out her finds and saved digital copies of everything on her computer and several flash drives. She’d seen enough spy movies to know the drill.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Hannah washed her hands before stepping up to the incubator and removing one of the bottle-fed kittens. She settled in the chair, rubbing the kitten’s tiny head—her eyes were still closed—and started feeding the baby.
“Life sucks, little one,” Hannah whispered. “But I’m glad they saved you. I hope you’ll make it and find a good home.” She rubbed the tiny kitten’s head, letting the moment ground her. The past ten days had been a blur of work, waiting, and trying not to overanalyze things.
She hadn’t seen Kathryn off set, and they’d not exchanged a single word other than their lines.
A buzzing in her pocket startled her. She hummed, trying to soothe the kitten and herself. “They can wait, little one. I won’t stop feeding you. Don’t worry.”
After putting the kitten back into the incubator, Hannah fished out her phone and trembled, entering her code twice because, of course, facial recognition failed in such moments.
A message from Kathryn lit up her screen.



Hi. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get to this point. Maybe once I tell you—assuming you still want to hear—it’ll make sense. I’m home all weekend. Come by if you still want to talk.



She exhaled in a rush. Finally .
The confrontation with Reeve, the investigation, her plan on telling Ron—none of it mattered right now. Kathryn was ready to talk.
Hannah grabbed her things. She’d go home, shower, and head straight to Kathryn’s.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Silence filled her drive as she attempted to gather her thoughts, steeling herself for rejection—if that was even possible. When she arrived, around ninety minutes after receiving Kathryn’s message, Hannah first sat there, trying to will herself to get out and face the woman. She rubbed her clammy palms against her pants and exited the car.
When she strode along the walkway to the house, she felt as if she were staging a grand melodramatic scene befitting a soap opera.
She rolled her eyes, chastising herself for being dramatic, and rang the doorbell.
Kathryn opened right away. She looked smaller than usual, not hunched but… brittle. Had she lost weight? She smiled at Hannah, but her expression remained guarded. “Hi.”
Hannah’s pulse quickened at the sound of her voice. If this went sideways, she might have a problem with continuing on Broken Time , considering the effect Kathryn’s voice alone had on her.
“Hi,” Hannah breathed, following Kathryn inside.
They settled in the living room. At first, Hannah didn’t know where to look, fidgeting, as everything within her urged her to leave, to escape the emotional maelstrom heading her way.
“Hey. Calm down. You’re shaking.” Kathryn, who had sat down next to her, grasped her hand, intertwining their fingers.
Hannah stared down at their hands with wide eyes, raising her head to face Kathryn, who now looked at her with a mixture of concern and affection shining in her stormy blue eyes.
“I thought… I worried you’d called me here to tell me we’re over,” Hannah whispered, her voice sounding broken.
“What? No! I mean… I was confused and frustrated, and, yes, it hurt when you made it sound like I’m somehow failing you by not talking sooner, but I’m not going to leave you because we disagreed.”
“I know I didn’t handle everything perfectly, and even though it wasn’t my intention, I still hurt you. I just wanted to understand what was going on, and…how I could help you.”
Kathryn blinked rapidly. “I get it. But in that moment, I was so lost in my head and scared. I wanted to talk to you, but I also didn’t.” A shadow crossed her face. “I’m sorry, my handling of it was pretty awful. You deserved more from me. I know you only wanted to help, and I appreciate it, even if I couldn’t accept it at first.” She sighed. “And that’s life, Hannah. If you love someone, you’ll get hurt sometimes. We’re all just people who make mistakes and get lost in our insecurities.”
“You love me?”
Kathryn’s mouth opened, but, for a beat, she only stared at Hannah. “Yes,” she breathed.
Hannah smiled so broadly, it almost hurt her cheeks. “I love you, too.”
Kathryn swallowed hard. “You need to understand that I’m not always going to be able to explain what’s going on in a heated moment. I might be agitated and too hurt to even want to explain anything. It’s OK to need space and time to work through an issue or disagreement. We don’t need to solve every problem the moment it arises.”
“You needed time.”
“Yes, sometimes I need time, and if I need to be alone in such a moment, it’s not against you or anything. It’s what’s best for me , and it might also be what’s best for us. When you’re in such a state, you might say things you’ll regret once your head is no longer on fire.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
Kathryn smiled. “No, it’s not.” She squeezed Hannah’s hand. “So trust me, I will come back to talk to you and answer all your questions, though I won’t always be able to give you a timeline. In such emotional moments, I struggle to be rational and reasonable. I’m not great at compartmentalizing and reasoning through my emotions.”
“Too bad. It seems a much more efficient way to be.”
Kathryn bumped into her. “Yes, well, we’re not all built like you.”
“I know. It’s tragic, really. But you can’t help being flawed.” Hannah let out a fake little sigh.
Kathryn’s eyes twinkled. “Bold to joke in such a moment.”
“Yes, but you love me, so it seems acceptable.”
Kathryn laughed. “I’d say.” She pressed their lips together for a brief kiss.
Hannah pulled back and gazed at Kathryn with a solemn expression.
“Are you all right? Do you have any other questions?”
“Thank you, Kathryn. People rarely take the time to…explain. They always assume I should know, but I often don’t.” Her mouth pulled tight. “I don’t enjoy uncertainty.”
Kathryn cupped her cheek. “I’d say most people don’t.”
“Yes, but I tend to draw the wrong conclusions. I really worried you’d end our relationship.”
“I get it. Look, we will disagree and argue, and sometimes our feelings or pride will get hurt. That isn’t a problem, and it shouldn’t spell the end of our relationship as long as there’s mutual respect and understanding that these things happen and that we will work through them. Together.”
“As soon as your head is no longer on fire.”
“Exactly.”
“Could that be our phrase?” Hannah asked.
“What do you mean?”
“If I don’t understand that you need space, or if logic won’t reach you in a given moment, you could say your head is on fire, so I know to back off. Or if I wonder if it’s such a situation, I could ask if—”
“My head is on fire.”
“Yes.”
“I suppose, but I can’t guarantee… My reaction to this question when I’m in such a state might not be…sensible or”—Kat cringed—“nice.”
Hannah chuckled. “As we’ve seen, yes. But I can take it. I also need to tell Elaine you used the word nice .”
“Oh, hush.”
“I understand, but I’ll chalk it up as proof of you needing space and time, and I’ll give you that.”
“All right. We can try. And I’ll try to be less volatile and remember that you only want to help and understand in those moments.”
“I’d like that.” Hannah smiled. “I actually have one more question.”
“Go ahead.”
“I find it difficult to decide if I should wait you out or approach you. What’s the best option? Because I totally failed you this time.”
Kathryn exhaled slowly. “You didn’t fail me, OK? Honestly, I don’t know. Before this incident, you’d been reading me quite well. Sometimes it’s hard to say something even though you want to reconnect. You might want the other person to reach out to you, but you feel like you don’t deserve it.”
“Of course you deserve it!”
“You’re so sweet.” Kathryn sighed. “Humans are just full of contradictions, and sometimes we don’t ask for what we need the most, especially when we don’t want to seem like a burden.”
“A friend wouldn’t think you’re a burden for needing help.”
“No, but we’re much more critical with ourselves than with others. Society teaches us to be self-sufficient and get shit done. If we fail, what does it say about us?”
“That the burden was too heavy to carry alone? You wouldn’t try to carry a fifty-foot ladder alone. Why is it different when it comes to emotions or whatever else overwhelms you?”
“I don’t know. It just is.”
“What does that mean? Should I seek you out in such moments or not?”
“Give me some time—but don’t let me stew in it forever.”
Hannah nodded. “I’ll try, but please don’t be mad if I appear on your doorstep too early.”
“Of course not. I’ll just tell you to get lost for a bit longer.”
Hannah sighed. “You’re truly impossible.”
“Yes, but you love me.” Kathryn grinned, leaning in and kissing Hannah.
Hannah sank back into the couch, pulling Kathryn with her, her nerves finally rediscovering their equilibrium.
“Do you want to hear what happened with Lynn?” Kathryn asked after a moment of silence fell between them.
“Yes.”





 Chapter 31 
 Shadows 
“Lynn looked so different, yet still the same.” Kat sighed, her gaze settling on Hannah, whose steady presence anchored her. Unlike many of Kat’s previous partners, Hannah hadn’t let her spiral alone after the text. Kat couldn’t believe she’d nearly wrecked this. She’d do better next time. But first, Lynn.
Hannah drew her closer, grounding her in the now as her thoughts drifted to the coffeehouse.
“I was wrong about it all, but I’m not sure that makes it any easier.”
Kat told her everything—how Lynn had shattered the narrative she’d built to survive. And in the end, she wasn’t sure what hurt more: the story she’d imagined or the truth, which landed just as hard, only in a different way.
“Being addicted to drugs isn’t an excuse for betraying someone you supposedly love.” Hannah tore Kat back to the present.
“It doesn’t make it right, no, but addictions are rough. They change people. Addicts will often do anything to stop or escape withdrawal.”
Hannah grumbled.
“What is it?”
“I don’t want to feel sorry for Lynn. She hurt you.”
Kat smiled and leaned in to press a soft kiss on Hannah’s lips. “I’m not asking you to.”
“Then what are you asking of me?”
“To grasp what it all means, for me, in the grand scheme of things.” Kat shot her a wry smile.
“I just can’t help it. I really don’t like her,” Hannah mumbled into Kat’s hair.
“I gathered. Still… I do feel sorry for her.”
Hannah tensed.
“It’s all right. I’m not allowing her back into my life or anything.”
Hannah’s grip eased. “I’m glad.”
“Things only got worse for her after she blackmailed me. She felt so guilty, she became more dependent on her pills, and when they were no longer enough, she started using harder drugs, continuously losing out on jobs and engagements. Eventually, she left the state in a camper van, traveling through the country.”
“I suppose she got what she deserved.”
“Hmm, perhaps. She went to rehab several times, in and out until it stuck.”
“It took her a long time to find you,” Hannah said.
“I was the last on her list of people to apologize to. The worst sin.”
“And now? Did she ask you for forgiveness? I hope you told her to go kick rocks. No, step on a piece of Lego, barefoot. It must be barefoot.”
Kat traced her fingers down Hannah’s arm. “No, she didn’t. She told me that she had always loved me and that she knew that nothing she could say or do would change anything or take away the pain she must have caused me.”
Hannah gritted her teeth but said nothing.
Kat sighed. “All these years, I thought she never cared, that I was too stupid to see it, that I’d misjudged her. It made me question my ability to…to read people. And when I tried again, Morgan happened.” Her voice trembled. “Afterward, whenever I’d get close to someone, I’d look at her and wonder: Do you care, or are you after something I don’t see?” She swallowed hard.
Hannah pulled her closer. “That’s awful. Did talking to her help?”
“I guess. It was quite the revelation, but it also made me feel like a fool again.” She grimaced. “I know it makes little sense. I’ve done nothing wrong. It wasn’t me. But I’ve wasted so much time.” Kat closed her eyes, struggling to keep her tears at bay. “I’ve been so withdrawn from an injury that never even happened.”
“Of course it did! You had to go by the data at your disposal. How could you have known Lynn was an addict looking for her next score? You didn’t know she truly cared, and given all the available facts, you couldn’t have perceived the context differently.”
“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”
“Well, it should.”
“If my brain worked like yours, maybe. I think it’ll take some time to fully work through. Perhaps I should go back to my therapist and talk it over with her. I’ve not been in a while.”
“If you think it’ll help.”
“Not a fan of therapy?”
Hannah shrugged. “I can’t imagine sharing my innermost workings with a stranger. Worse, having them analyze and judge me. Besides, I already know what’s wrong with me.” Her tone fell at the end.
“There’s nothing wrong with you.” Kat squeezed Hannah’s hand.
Hannah chuckled. “There’s something wrong with everyone.” Her face sobered, and she looked to be debating what to say next.
Kat stroked her thumb over the back of Hannah’s hand.
“Like my fear of the dark.”
“Oh,” Kat breathed. She’d wondered about that, but Hannah needed to bring it up on her own.
“I told you about my habit of watching the stars from the roof of that abandoned barn. I actually used to like the dark. In my early twenties, I… I woke up in the middle of the night during a power outage, and I couldn’t move.”
“Were you injured?”
“No. But I didn’t know that at the time. I’d never had a sleep paralysis episode before, and I just… I thought I was dying. It was horrifying. Since then, the dark freaks me out. My heart pounds so hard, I feel it in my ears, and it stings in my chest after a while.” She sighed. “I start sweating even though I’m freezing. And my thoughts? Ugh. It’s like they’re shouting over each other. I can’t make them stop.”
“That sounds awful.”
“It’s no fun, but… Apparently there is no cure for sleep paralysis, and the exact causes aren’t fully known. But I do know stress makes it worse for me.”
“You still have those episodes now?”
“Every once in a while. That’s why I prefer to sleep with a night-light—so I’m not completely lost in the dark if it happens again. Either way, it’s not something a therapist could help with.”
“Talking to a professional could still help you navigate it better. Or at least help you deal with stress in a way that makes it less likely to happen.”
“I don’t know,” Hannah said.
“Just something to think about.”
Hannah remained silent, but it didn’t seem like she was rejecting Kat’s idea, more like she’d gotten lost in her own thoughts.
“Was the power outage so bad for you because it was unexpected?”
“I don’t know. It feels worse when everything around me is still. Our daily lives are quite loud, and so a power outage like we had on set is hard because it’s not just dark; it also silences all sounds in the environment. All you’re left with are shadows.” She shuddered.
“Good thing I found you last time.”
“Yes.” Hannah snuggled deeper into Kat, who held her tight. “Thank you.”
In the stillness growing between them, and with Hannah’s revelation and the word shadows , Kat’s mind drifted back over twenty years, to a time before everything had turned to ashes.
She could still see it: Lynn crouching in front of her, camera in hand, laughing as she snapped pictures. She’d coaxed Kat into posing, calling her the nicest person for helping out, knowing full well Kat hated that word. How she’d stepped closer afterward, touched Kat’s cheek, and asked, “Have I ever let you down?”
And Kat, foolish and trusting, had said no.
The shouting calls of a flock of birds fluttering by outside the window jolted Kat out of the past, and she cleared her throat, squeezing Hannah’s hand. “I think I want to work on forgiving Lynn.”
“Even though she doesn’t deserve it? You can’t convince me she does, so don’t even try.”
“Perish the thought,” Kat drawled. “It’s not about Lynn, but me. I need to let it all go and move on, fully. Forgiving her might help.”
“Then you should talk to your therapist. I’m for everything that can help you.”
Stillness settled for a moment until Hannah asked in a soft, low voice, “You really loved Lynn, didn’t you?”
“I did, yes.”
Kat closed her eyes, trying to remain in the present and let the past rest for now. She’d have time to unpack later. Now, she wanted to enjoy being with Hannah, away from the fear and confusion the entire tale had brought into her life.





 Chapter 32 
 The Heart Beats On 
All Hannah’s thoughts of Lynn—and how she wished to share a few choice words with her—vanished when Kathryn shifted, eyes locking onto hers with a quiet intensity. “It’s all in the past, where it belongs. You leave me breathless. From the moment I met you at the ball, I’ve never felt like this before.”
Hannah’s eyes widened.
“Thank you for coming back, for giving me the time to find the courage to share this with you. It was never that I didn’t want to tell you—I was scared you’d think less of me.”
Hannah trailed a finger down Kathryn’s cheek. “Never. If anything, I admire you more for daring to give me a chance, after everything you’ve been through.”
Kathryn smiled—open, radiant, unguarded—and Hannah had no other reply than leaning in to kiss her. It began as a gentle promise, an affirming brush of lips. But when Kathryn opened to her and their tongues met, the kiss bloomed into something deeper, fiercer.
Hannah had always admired Kathryn’s presence, still slightly in awe of how she commanded a room. To feel that focused entirely on her—on her pleasure—left Hannah trembling, warmth pooling low in her belly as the kiss blurred the world beyond Kathryn’s touch.
Tracing her hands down Hannah’s arms, Kathryn shifted even closer, now resting right on Hannah, nestled in the V of her legs.
A low groan escaped Hannah’s lips as Kathryn pulled back, pressing kisses along her neck. She drew down Hannah’s shirt to nip at her collarbone.
Then Kathryn rose to her knees and drew Hannah up enough to divest her of her shirt before her hungry gaze fell on her chest. Her fingers trembled when she reached out and cupped Hannah’s breasts, tracing along the edge of her bra, touching both skin and fabric at the same time.
Hannah pressed her back deeper into the couch cushion, shivering. She bit her lower lip and caught Kathryn’s intense gaze, her eyes wild and her pupils blown.
Kathryn inched down the cups of her bra, brushing her thumbs over the revealed nipples pebbling at her touch.
Hannah stared at Kathryn, transfixed by how dazed her lover looked from just touching her.
Leaning forward, Kathryn lowered her head and drew one of the straining buds into her mouth, eliciting a moan from Hannah as her eyes fell shut. Her fingers dug into Hannah’s sides, as if she had to anchor herself against the onslaught of pleasure she poured over them both.
Liquid arousal sloshed through Hannah, and her hips rocked up, to which Kathryn applied the most delicious of counter pressures.
“Kathryn,” Hannah gasped, clutching her lover’s arm.
“Are you all right?”
The concern radiating off Kathryn warmed Hannah, and she smiled. “Yes. You’re just driving me insane.”
A smile blossomed on Kathryn’s face. “I guess it means I’m doing this right.”
Hannah chuckled. “As if there were ever any doubt.”
“Hmm, I always enjoy a vote of confidence.”
“And I might enjoy less talking.” Hannah leveled her with a look that should leave little room for misinterpretation.
“Is that so? Well, I suppose I could be persuaded to occupy my mouth otherwise.” Kathryn scooted farther down, deft fingers making quick work of Hannah’s pants, drawing them down her long legs before dropping them onto the floor—her shirt and bra rapidly followed suit.
Hannah widened her legs when Kathryn shifted forward, now hovering above her.
“What did you say again?” Her voice dropped. “Something about my mouth?”
Hannah’s hands shot up. She grasped Kathryn’s head and dug fingers into her scalp. She swallowed the moan bleeding from Kathryn’s lips by licking into her mouth. Her hands first trailed through Kathryn’s auburn tresses before she ran them down her back, digging into well-defined muscles.
Kathryn trembled, pressing closer into Hannah.
Drawing back, Hannah gazed at Kathryn’s kiss-swollen lips. “You’re wearing too many clothes. Care to rectify your oversight?”
Kathryn stilled before she scrambled backward and practically tore her clothing off, carelessly tossing them on the floor to join Hannah’s garments.
Hannah’s gaze raked over Kathryn’s lithe figure, taking in the triangle of her wiry hair, her soft belly, her small breasts, her heaving chest, and the flush spreading over her pale skin.
“Come back to me,” Hannah ground out. The rough lilt of her voice startled them both, but it had the desired effect as Kathryn hurried to stretch out on top of Hannah again.
Hannah groaned at feeling Kathryn’s naked body brushing against her skin, delighting in the heat they generated.
They sank into another deep kiss. By now, Kathryn was rocking against Hannah, who embraced her, drawing her in ever closer.
Breaking the kiss, Kathryn panted. With wide, feverish eyes, she traveled down Hannah’s chest, again lavishing attention on her breasts.
Hannah squirmed at the touch, and her fingers found their way back into Kathryn’s hair, but this time, she added pressure, urging her lover lower, needing her to stop teasing while Hannah’s hips refused to stay still.
“Someone’s impatient,” Kathryn whispered against Hannah’s skin.
Hannah grunted, sighing, when Kathryn shifted lower and settled between Hannah’s spread thighs.

Finally, God, I can’t wait to feel her— Hannah’s eyes shuttered closed, and a drawn-out moan broke free when Kathryn’s searing tongue licked along her length. The clever muscle grazed her entrance before lapping at her labia, drawing them both into her mouth, moving from one side to the other before returning to her heat.
Kathryn first massaged Hannah’s entrance with her tongue before pressing inside, adding fingers to the mix.
Hannah trembled, clutching onto the couch’s fabric, her knuckles paling when Kathryn pressed two fingers inside. She panted, sweat pouring down her back, and she widened her legs while her body arched.
Kathryn moved her head up, her tongue trailing a path upward and grazing Hannah’s clit, only for a moment, but enough to draw a helpless groan from Hannah’s dry lips.
“You’re delicious,” Kathryn whispered against her, her voice sending more fire burning through Hannah’s veins.
“Please,” Hannah croaked, sobbing once Kathryn stopped teasing and sucked her clit into her mouth, stroking her tongue in rapid movements over her bundle of nerves, adding more pressure while her fingers pumped in and out of Hannah. Hannah gripped Kathryn’s upper arms, her nails leaving half-moon imprints in their wake as Kathryn pushed her higher, until the tidal wave of arousal spilled over. Hannah froze before quaking in hard tremors, calling out her release into the room.
Kathryn slowed down her tongue and fingers, but not fully stopping until Hannah pulled at her arms. She drew back, smiling at Hannah, her lips glistening as she crawled up her lover’s body and they fell into an ardent kiss.
Trailing her hands down Kathryn’s body, Hannah yearned to feel her, too, to catapult her over the same edge and watch her fall apart.
Kathryn sighed. “You taste better than coffee.”
Hannah snorted. “I suppose, coming from you, that’s a compliment.”
“The highest.”
“Lucky me,” Hannah whispered.
Kathryn shook her head. “We both know I’m the lucky one.”
Hannah blushed. No one had ever looked at her like Kathryn did—with this intoxicating mix of affection and amazement—as if she couldn’t believe Hannah would choose to be with her, as if Hannah were someone to be treasured and drowned in affection.
At first, when she’d noticed Kathryn’s tendency to interact with her how she’d always longed for but didn’t believe possible, she’d brushed it off, sure she was imagining it and seeing things that weren’t there.
Hannah had been lost to Kathryn from the moment they met at the ball. After two years of nothing, then their contentious early days, Kathryn returning her feelings felt like a fever dream, not anything real life would ever offer.
But here they were, again, and still—after their first big argument, and after ten days in between when time had stood still and she’d wondered if this life without Kathryn wasn’t the more accurate reflection of her existence. But Kathryn had asked her to come back—and she had.
Now, for the first time, Hannah didn’t want to fight it—she didn’t want to rebel at what she saw in Kathryn’s eyes. No, she wanted to submerge herself in the emotion and allow it to fill her entire being, washing away the doubt that had always been her life’s constant companion.
She could form connections; she could build something lasting with another—with someone so kind, compassionate, and wonderful as Kathryn.
“I love you,” Hannah said, her hand against Kathryn’s cheek.
Kathryn smiled. “I love you, too.”
They gazed at each other, and Hannah’s heart felt almost too full to function. Yet it beat on.





 Chapter 33 
 Retrospect 
They’d dozed off after exhausting themselves, and when they awoke, they reunited in the shower, making up for lost time. Kat felt so full and light—a strange new experience leaving her a little bewildered. They ordered takeout as neither of them was up for cooking. When Kat suggested tacos, Hannah laughed and brought up their first movie night and suggested having another.
That was how they once more prepared a selection of snacks with a bottle of red wine—popcorn, peanuts, and chocolate—and settled in the living room (the same wide couch where they’d reunited earlier) and watched Fried Green Tomatoes .
“You know, maybe we should quit acting and run a coffeehouse together,” Hannah said after the final credits rolled. She popped a couple of peanuts into her mouth.
“I thought your career is one of the three things you care about.”
“It is.” Hannah pulled a pillow closer to her chest, tracing her fingers over the intricate stitching pattern. “But all this leaking business, and the new promos we’ve been doing.” She sighed.
Kat picked up her wine glass. “Shouldn’t I be the one complaining?”
“Yes, so why aren’t you? Oh, I guess now you’ve talked with Lynn, this has eased, too?”
Kat rolled her lips. “Perhaps, but, honestly, I was so focused on you and the entire Lynn saga, the interviews and promos went by without me really noticing.”
“It’s weird how that goes sometimes. But hey, forgetting it isn’t the worst thing, is it?”
Kat ducked her head, her gaze finding her soft, plush carpet as she placed her glass back on the coffee table. “No, it’s not.”
In the following silence, Kat fought a swell of memories threatening to drown her, making the gentle lighting of the room feel almost too sharp.
Hannah leaned forward, placing her hand against Kat’s back. “Hey, what’s up? The mood just shifted, didn’t it?”
A wry smile spread over Kat’s lips. “Yes, darling. I…had to think back to my family and the last summer I got to spend with them all together.” She sighed, leaning into Hannah’s touch.
“Oh, I can see that. You wouldn’t want to forget those memories. Didn’t you say you took a lot of photos with your new camera?”
“Yes.” Kat worried her lower lip.
“Please don’t take this as criticism, and I love the two photographs in your bedroom, but I expected to see more pictures in your home, especially family photos.”
Kat met Hannah’s gaze, debating whether to share. Come on, this is Hannah. “I stored all my mother’s things, all her belongings my father wanted to get rid of, I mean. I wanted to keep…” A dull heaviness pressed at her temples.
Hannah took her hand and pulled her closer. “We don’t have to talk about it. We can continue our discussion of the coffeehouse. I know we can’t have jazz there.”
Kat startled. “You know I hate jazz? How? I never told you.”
“You grit your jaw and rub your temples as if warding off a headache whenever you’re somewhere they play jazz.”
“Huh. I never realized. But yeah. No jazz in our coffeehouse.”
“I do like the chairs they have at the leisure bean, back when you asked me out for coffee.” Hannah grinned.
“I didn’t ask you out! We hardly got along at the time.”
“Yes, but you still thought I was hot.”
“I have eyes.”
“And yet you tried to convince me you didn’t like my face.” Mirth danced in Hannah’s eyes.
Kat’s cheeks colored. “So, your method of distraction is embarrassing me?”
Hannah shrugged. “I never claimed to be good at it.”
“Do you want to see?” Kat rushed out the offer before she could change her mind.
“See what?”
“The study. That’s…where I store all the stuff, and the family photos. There’s a batch I developed not too long ago, and I’ve not had the courage to really go through them. It… I would like the company, if you don’t mind.”
“I’d be honored,” Hannah’s voice rang solemn.
The door creaked when Kat pushed it open, steeling herself for being in this room. And this time, she wouldn’t be alone. She flicked on the light, and a warm glow flooded the room. Kat could still detect the same scent that used to permeate her home growing up—a mixture of polished wood and a hint of cinnamon—though perhaps she was imagining it.
She gazed around the room, wondering how it must look for Hannah—chests upon chests stacked against one wall, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves making up another one. Two cabinets with large drawers, and in the middle, an old, worn leather chair, her grandmother’s favorite, and a small ornate coffee table created by her grandfather from reclaimed wood.
On the table rested only one item, a folder with the photos. It beckoned her, had done so for weeks, but its weight had been too heavy to shoulder.
Until now.
Kat looked at Hannah, who was still taking in the room. I’m so glad she’s here with me.

Hannah turned to Kat. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.” She smiled, and stepping toward the coffee table, Kat picked up the folder. “I meant to put them in a photo album, but…” She shrugged.
“Do you want to do it together? We can organize them, and, if you want, you can tell me about your family.”
Kat took a deep breath. “I’d like that.” The ticking of her grandfather’s clock rang in her ears, the vibration almost palpable when she grabbed a new photo album and tore open the plastic.
They sat on the carpet, soft and warm underneath her fingers, and Kat opened the folder to grasp the stack of photos, the lingering tang of the developer still clinging to them. The first picture, a woman’s laughing face, her auburn hair in a messy bun, glasses at the tip of her nose. She traced the image with her fingertips.
“Your mother?” Hannah asked, shifting to take a closer look.
Kat nodded.
“The resemblance is impressive.”
“My dad always said Mom had cloned herself.” A shadow fell over Kat’s features.
“An interesting take, though the scientific reality of it would be…quite disturbing.”
“Yes.” Kat allowed herself a faint smile. “Thankfully, I’m not the human version of Dolly the Sheep.”
“Good to know.”
Kat slid the picture of her mother behind the clear covering of the album before looking at the next picture of her grandmother playing with their dog, Molly. “That’s my grandma.”
“On your mother’s side?”
“Yes.”
“And look, here he is,” Kat said with a wistful smile and an aching heart standing in contrast to the nostalgic joy of seeing her family’s faces again.
Her father. Maybe she shouldn’t keep him—and the memories of the rest of her family—locked behind all these walls. The distance she’d created didn’t erase the pain of her mother’s loss, of the fallout—slow death, really—between her and her dad. It had grieved her grandmother until her dying day. But both had been too stubborn to… What?
God, all the time they’d wasted. Maybe…
“What is he doing here?” Hannah asked, squinting at the photo.
“He’s trying to put together a radio he wanted to fix.”
Hannah’s gaze shifted from the picture to Kat and back again. “Was he in the habit of making home repairs? Why are these wires there? They don’t look like they belong to a radio.”
Kat snorted. “I said he was trying . My father loved the idea of fixing gadgets that stopped working, so he’d take them apart and spend hours trying to repair them. Let’s just say it’s much easier to disassemble something than to put it back together.”
“I suppose that applies across many fields and topics.”
Kat clenched her jaw. “Yes.” She looked around until she spied it—her old university satchel, an olive-green, military-style messenger bag. It was beyond her now what she’d ever seen in the thing, but she’d loved it. Perhaps the attached memories added a different spin.
Kat retrieved the bag and, after opening it, dug inside to pull out her old, faded leather wallet. She stroked her thumb over its smooth surface before flipping it open and pulling out two laminated rectangles. She handed them to Hannah.
Hannah gazed at them. “These are… movie tickets?”
Kat ran her fingers along the carpet. “My mom was fluent in French, unlike the rest of us. Not for a lack of her trying, mind you. But it’s hard to teach a foreign language when you’re the only one speaking it.” She sighed. “When I was home for Thanksgiving break during my last semester, she begged me to see Amélie with her in the movie theater. Everyone else refused to go.”
“I’ve never seen it.”
“It’s a good one. Quirky and a bit odd, but at its heart, really sweet.”
“Maybe we can watch it one day, if you’d like,” Hannah said, then paused. “Or not, if it weighs on you.”
“I don’t know. You were right. I seem to have taken on weights that are too heavy or not mine to carry. I’m reevaluating a few…habits. We’ll see.” She smiled. “Anyway, we went out one evening and saw the movie together.” Kat closed her eyes, and if she tried, she could almost see it—sitting in the cinema with her mother at her side, laughing, eating popcorn.
“It was the last time we ever did anything like that together. Not long after, she was diagnosed, and everything unraveled.”
Hannah clasped Kat’s hand, and she almost sighed at the warmth seeping into her. “I’m sorry.”
Kat nodded. “It’s all right. I’d forgotten about the tickets until I found them several months after Mom passed, and I’ve been saving them.” She traced her fingers over the cool plastic surface. “That fleeting moment of happiness before pain takes its pound of flesh. Too bad we never know during these moments that they’ll turn out to be so precious in retrospect.”
“But wouldn’t such knowledge taint the moment?”
Kat canted her head. “What do you mean?”
“If you knew, in the middle of a happy moment, that sorrow was waiting just ahead, could you still enjoy it? Your mind would immediately be dragged to a future you not only don’t want but also can’t prevent. I think not knowing is better, even if it turns some memories bittersweet down the road.”
Kat stared at Hannah, struck silent. Was that what she’d done with her father?
 ~ ~ ~ 
Kat stood in front of a door she’d not seen in years—decades, really. She rocked on her feet. She’d planned this out, her head writing a script for what to say, imagining counter arguments that she’d batted away with rebuttals. But she didn’t want a fight, yet a part of her still braced for one.
It was almost a miracle that she arrived here, that her tight-knuckled grip on the drive didn’t snap the wheel.
Life could change so quickly—its unexpected twists and turns. One person could offer solace and courage in equal measure.
Opening up to Hannah had brought her here, to the doorstep of her father’s home.
Kat took a deep breath and knocked.
A minute later, the door swung open. For a long moment, they just stood there, staring at each other.
“Hi, Dad,” Kat eventually managed to say.
“Katie—I…”
“May I come in?”
He blinked hard, as if waking from a daze. “Yes, yes. Of course.” He stepped aside, and Kat walked in, immediately inundated with the familiar mix of her father’s cologne and the faint scent of cigars.
He led her to the kitchen, and they eventually sat across from each other at the table, each with a cup of coffee in front of them.
The clock on the wall ticked, unnaturally loud in the stillness of the room.
Kat took a sip from her mug.
“Why are you here?”
She’d prepared what she wanted to say, but sitting here, seeing her father in the flesh again, aching at all she—at all they—had lost, words failed her.
“Well?”
“You’re still smoking,” she said, holding back a grimace.
Her father’s eyebrows seemed to almost crawl off his forehead. “You’re here to criticize me?”
Kat’s shoulders dropped. “No, of course not.” She sighed. “I just…” She straightened and took a page from Hannah’s book.
“Why did you leave me after Mom died?” she blurted out.
The question at the heart of it all—the one she’d asked herself a million times but had never dared to voice, too scared of the answer. Instead, she had accepted the distance, the loss.
Her father looked at her as if he’d never seen her before. His voice came out rough, almost disbelieving. “You left me because you blamed me for your mom’s death.”
“What? You were the one who couldn’t even look at me anymore!” She crossed her arms.
He clenched his jaw, leaning over the table. “How can I look at someone who packs their bags and runs away a second after we laid your mother to rest?”
Kat almost recoiled, her lips parting. This was a mistake. She should have known better. “You told me to leave!”
“I did no such thing!”
“Of course you did! After the funeral, down in the kitchen. I asked if you needed anything, and you said, ‘Just go!’”
“I don’t remember.”
“How convenient,” Kat ground out, rising. “I was a fool for coming here.”
Her father met her gaze but stayed silent.

Your head is on fire , Kathryn .
She heard Hannah’s voice in her head, as clearly as if she stood beside her. Kat drew in a steadying breath and sat back down.
“You’re not running this time?”
“Are you talking this time?”
A heavy silence hung between them, and at first, neither moved nor said anything—nothing but the ticking of the clock on the wall between them.
He rubbed a hand over his face.
Kat stared at this hand, the thin skin and sunspots. Hands that had taught her how to ride a bike, how to swim, that had comforted her after she’d fallen off her skateboard and cried. Hands she hadn’t held in so long.
“I didn’t mean it like that.” He sighed. “I just needed a moment to…to take in the space of being without her, and you”—he paused, his expression tightened—“you look so much like her. Now even more.”
He smiled. “I couldn’t hold her absence and your presence at the same time. I just needed a moment. I didn’t—I didn’t want you to leave.”
Tears sprang into Kat’s eyes, and she swallowed hard, reaching out a trembling hand.
Her father’s hands shot forward, and he cradled her hand between his. “Oh, Katie.”





 Chapter 34 
 All You’re Missing is Plastic Wrap 
“Come on. It’s going to be fun,” Hannah said, pulling at Kathryn’s hand as she opened the door to Nine Lives Landing and stepped inside.
She’d fretted over asking Kathryn to join her, and she still felt giddy at Kathryn’s reaction—a big smile, followed by, “Took you long enough!”
Kathryn grimaced. “That’s some…potent smell in here.”
“You’ll get used to it in a moment. Do you want to check out the dogs first or go straight to the cats?”
“Cats?”
“I shall ignore you phrasing that as a question.” Hannah led Kathryn to a corridor into the cat area where rows of cages topped the walls like bookshelves. A few meows rang out, but many cats were sleeping.
“Hi, Hannah. Did you find us another volunteer?” Amanda asked.
“No, no. Just a visitor. This is Kathryn, my girlfriend?”
“Hi, nice to meet you.” Kathryn shook Amanda’s hand.
“This is Amanda. She’s another volunteer. We started around the same time here.”
“Yes, but I’ve not clocked Hannah’s hours yet. Doubt I ever will.” She laughed. “Anyway, I gotta get going. See you.” Amanda smiled and headed out the door.
“I suppose I shall ignore that you used a question mark when telling Amanda I’m your girlfriend.”
Heat stole into Hannah’s face. “I didn’t know what term to use, or if I should better introduce you as a friend.”
Kathryn clasped Hannah’s hand. “Hey. I’m not ashamed of you or us. So don’t hold back on my account. As terms go,” she shrugged, “I’m not picky.”
Hannah squeezed Kathryn’s hand as the tension in her shoulders eased. “Good.” She looked around. “Let’s first play with some in the cat room. They rotate who gets to be in there, so the poor babies aren’t locked up in cages all day. Watch out, some of them are runners.” She held on to the door handle. “You go in first, then I follow and close the door.”
“All right.”
Once they were inside, Kathryn stood rooted to the floor in the middle of the room, locked in a terse standoff with an orange and a black cat.
“They can consider direct eye contact as aggressive.”
“Now you tell me,” Kathryn whispered.
Hannah picked up two cat toys, handing one to Kathryn. “Here.”
“What am I supposed do with this…fishing rod?”
“Go fishing?”
Kathryn glared at her. “You’re not funny.”
“Well, your question is a bit…” She swung the stick toward the orange cat, who immediately swatted the feather attached to the tip.
“Were you going to say dumb ?” Kathryn grumbled.
“No, but someone who claims to be so good at deductions should be able to figure out what a cat wand is used for.”
“I’ll get you for this,” Kathryn said, tentatively stretching out her wand, startling when the black cat lunged at the feather and pulled hard.
Hannah laughed. “Put some muscle into it.”
“Just you wait,” Kathryn mumbled, her gaze transfixed on the cat. But a small smile was spreading over her lips.
Warmth filled Hannah, and for a while, they both played with their cats.
“I’m surprised you don’t have ten cats at home,” Kathryn said.
“It’s hard. I want to save them all, but I can’t.”
“Bandit doesn’t like other cats?”
“No. I mean, I can’t get as many as I’d want. It’s not…feasible.”
“Have you considered adopting another cat?”
Hannah smiled. “I’m actually working on another one.”
“Oh?”
“Want to meet her? Just know that she won’t like you.”
Kathryn snorted. “What a ringing endorsement.”
“I’m not sure she likes me yet, but I’m persistent.”
“All right, show me the misanthropic cat.”
Hannah led Kathryn back to the cat room to a cage covered with a towel so that people couldn’t look inside.
“That’s promising,” Kathryn said.
“Hmm, she’s not…very agreeable…or fond of anything.”
“Isn’t that then risky with Bandit?”
“Perhaps, but I know how to introduce them; it takes time. But first I need to get her to be OK with me. Kathryn, meet Coffee.” Hannah removed the towel and revealed a black cat, curled up in a corner.
“Coffee,” Kathryn breathed. “What happened to her?”
“Abandoned, returned, rehomed, abandoned, hit by a car, and, well… She’s already ten, half blind in one eye, and actually considered unadoptable at this point.”
“Can you still adopt her, then?”
“Yes. While the shelter tries to place all animals and succeeds in most cases, some cases are considered…hopeless.”
“So you’ve decided to save her.”
“Yes.” Hannah stood straighter. “All she needs is patience and time.”
Kathryn grasped her hand. “She’ll be one lucky cat.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
Later that week, Hannah arrived on set early to have time to finally drop by Ron’s office after getting her makeup done. By the time she stood in front of his door, her stomach churned. Her thoughts wandered to Kathryn.
She likely should have already told her about this, and she could only hope Kathryn wouldn’t be too upset by the time Hannah shared what she’d found out. But there’d been no time. Not to mention, her focus had been occupied with more pressing crises.
Her hand shook as she knocked on Ron’s door, and she braced herself after his curt, “Come in,” sounded.
She pushed the door ajar. “Hi, Ron.”
He swiveled in his chair to face her. “Hannah. Hi. What’s up? I hope you’re not here to complain about Kat. We’re so close to finishing the season, and we must get these next two episodes right.”
“No, no. I just…” She opened her folder and placed a series of sheets on Ron’s desk, almost toppling a half-empty coffee cup onto the floor. “Sorry,” she mumbled.
“What’s this?” He eyed the papers.
“Remember when we had the leak earlier this year, when the news broke about Kat hating my guts?”
Ron’s eyebrows rose. “Go on.”
“I think Reeve is behind it. He’s been…unpleasant, especially to Kathryn and me, and he made this cryptic comment the other week. It sounded like a threat, and…”She trailed off. In order to tell Ron everything, she’d have to out them, and she wasn’t sure if Kathryn would be OK with that, given how much she treasured her privacy. Her gaze found the floor. What an ugly carpet.

“And?”
Hannah’s head snapped back up. “He appears to have a sock puppet social media account he uses to boost his own and—”
“So?” Ron waved her off. “Many celebrities do. It’s not a crime.”
“No, but I thought you were quite upset about the leak.”
“I was, but this doesn’t prove Reeve is behind it. Why would he do that? If he tanks the show, he’s out of work, too.”
“His goal wasn’t to ruin Broken Time but to kick out Kathryn so he’d be the lead.”
Ron snorted. “He’d never be able to replace Kat.”
A small smile formed on Hannah’s lips. “Well, no, but he believes so.”
Ron looked at her, then pointed at the sheets on his desk. “Is that all?”
“I also have it on my computer and on two flash drives. Here’s one.” She held it up for him.
“Aren’t you a regular little Girl Scout?” Ron took the device.
Hannah frowned. “I’m not selling cookies.”
“What? Never mind. I’ll look into it.”
“Elaine and Jackson have also noticed how off Reeve is and how he’s been awful to be around.”
“Yes, well, that alone is no reason to fire him. Assholes aplenty in our field. The stories I could tell you.” He shook his head. “Anything else?”
“No. Will you… You will look into it?”
“Yes, of course. No one messes with my show if I can help it.”
“Thank you.” Hannah left the office, standing outside the door for a moment. “That could have gone better.” She just hoped he’d actually look into it—and hadn’t said all that to appease her—or just to get rid of her.
Hannah sighed, glancing at her watch. “Shoot.” She rushed toward the time room set, muttering her lines under her breath.
 ~ ~ ~ 
The week flew by amid filming and promoting the new direction. She’d also set up another trip to the shelter with Jackson, who decided to adopt a cat after all, and Hannah asked if she could be there when he chose one—or, better, to watch a cat choose him .
At work, her scenes with Kathryn flowed so seamlessly that Ron exclaimed one evening after a shoot, “I swear, I will cry if you guys don’t keep it up. Don’t get all weird on me again! Great work, people!”
Hannah and Kathryn had shared a soft smile, and the atmosphere on set had been great until Reeve joined and once more schlepped a tumultuous sea of raging clouds with him.
Hannah still hadn’t told Kathryn what she’d done. She had no real excuse for dragging her feet. Part of her had wanted to tell Kathryn right after her talk with Ron, but everything had been going so well, and she just hated the idea of another conflict.
But then Reeve rushed past her in the hallway, shooting her a death glare. Maybe Ron had talked to him? What if he went to Kathryn and…
Hannah needed to be the one to tell Kathryn. She’d do it tonight. She couldn’t let anyone else jump the gun. And with that resolve, her stomach was no longer intent on staging a riot.
As always in such situations, time dragged on forever and a day. By the time she made it to Kathryn’s trailer, it was already past seven and Hannah ached all over. The grind of filming had thoroughly burned off the morning’s adrenaline.
A weary breath escaped her as the trailer door clicked shut behind her, and she greeted Kathryn with a kiss before collapsing on the couch. She traced her fingers over the jade Buddha statue on the coffee table.
“Someone’s tired,” Kathryn drawled.
“Your observation skills are second to none. What gave it away?”
“Don’t know. The dark circles under your eyes could also be a fashion statement, I suppose. But those slumped shoulders?” Kathryn put her script notes away.
Hannah sighed, burrowing herself deeper into the couch cushions. “It’s your trailer. It’s so cozy and comfortable. Mine is barren, almost sterile. All it’s missing is plastic wrap, and Dexter Morgan could make use of it.”
“You exaggerate more when you’re tired. Have you noticed?”
“I do not!”
“All right. I’ll let you have your illusions.”
Hannah pouted, then sobered. “God, what a day.” She fiddled with the statue. “I want to tell you something.”
“Oh?”
“I was talking to Ron the other day. Well, I should start at the beginning. I ran into Reeve while you and I weren’t talking—or, better, he sought me out in the break room.”
“What did the weasel want?” Kathryn ground out, sitting down next to Hannah.
“He insulted me, nothing I haven’t heard before, but here’s the interesting bit: He threatened to out us to the press, and—”
“Seriously?” Kathryn’s eyes narrowed.
Hannah shifted in her seat. “Yes, but the way he said it made me think he’s behind the leaks.”
“From when you first joined us?”
“Have there been any others?”
Kathryn sighed. “No. Go on.”
“Well, I dug into his social media and found what looks like a sock puppet account, which is why I met with Ron. I gave him everything I dug up and told him about my suspicions.”
Kathryn gaped at her. “You did what?!”
Heat crawled up Hannah’s neck.





 Chapter 35 
 The Gains of Silence 
Kat pinched the bridge of her nose, counting to ten internally. She raised her head. “Why on earth would you not tell me about this sooner? It involves me too! Not to mention, Reeve threatened you!”
Hannah jutted out her chin. “I can handle Reeve.”
“That’s not the point. We’re a team, aren’t we?”
“You have so much on your plate already. This week alone is insane with all the interviews and promo events you’ve got to attend. I thought I’d…take one for the team and handle this. Well, until I threw it in Ron’s lap.” She hesitated. “I don’t know if he’ll do anything, but I saw no other way forward.”
“It depends. How good is your evidence?”
Hannah shrugged. “Circumstantial, but it’s not like I could hack his devices. I figured Ron has more authority to corner him.”
“I do not want you to corner Reeve!”
“I have no intention of doing that. I spoke with Elaine and Jackson, too, and they—”
“You told them, but not me?” Kat shifted away, a flash of hurt crossing her face.
“What?” Hannah stared at her. “No, no. I only asked them generally about Reeve and if they had noticed anything off about him, but I didn’t tell them my suspicions or anything.”
“I see.”
“I didn’t mean to keep it from you. It all started while we weren’t talking, and then I was distracted, and then, suddenly, I was already talking to Ron. It’s not like I sat on this forever.”
“And last weekend? You had time then.”
Hannah cleared her throat. “True, but we were rather busy that weekend.”
Kat cleared her throat, refusing to be distracted. “I don’t need you to protect me, and if something happens that concerns me, I need to know about it. It’s unfair to make unilateral decisions when the consequences will affect us both!”
Hannah didn’t react and instead stared at the floor.
“Do you hear me?”
Hannah’s head snapped up, and Kat’s heart stuttered at her expression—at the parted lips and the pallor of misery etched into her features. “I’m sorry.”
Kat deflated, reaching out for Hannah’s hand.
“Are we OK?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll talk to Ron, too, make sure he doesn’t get too distracted and follows up on your information.” Kat squeezed her hand. “We’ve had enough drama to last us a long time. It hurt at first, thinking you did all this behind my back, especially when it sounded like you involved Elaine and Jackson while leaving me out of everything.”
“I understand, and I’d not normally do that. My first instinct was to run to you and tell you everything.”
Kat smiled. “Follow that instinct next time.”
Hannah worried her lower lip, her expression shifting.
“What?”
Hannah leaned in closer. “My first instincts when you’re concerned usually run along more delightful paths.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. So, should I follow such an instinct now?”
The mood shifted so fast that it stole Kat’s breath, arousal flashing through her at Hannah’s heated expression, the way she bit her lower lip as her gaze drifted to Kat’s lips.
“Here?” Kat croaked.
“I remember something you told me the other night.”
“That was…in a charged moment, and it was a fantasy, not something…” Her gaze darted to Hannah’s lips before snapping back to her eyes.
“Tell me you’re not tempted?”
“I’m beyond tempted.” Kat swallowed hard. “But the walls of these trailers are so thin, and—”
“You’re usually so loud?”
Kat couldn’t decide how she wanted to wipe the smug grin off Hannah’s face. “I had the impression you’re quite fond of that. I recall you once expressing an affinity for my voice.”
A flush crept up Hannah’s cheeks. She leaned closer and whispered into Kat’s ear, “I do, very much so. But I can also see the appeal of you struggling to stay quiet.”
As if on cue, someone nearby laughed, two people lost in conversation drawing closer, passing by before disappearing again.
“We’ll have to be very quiet,” Kat murmured.
Hannah grinned, a triumphant and oh-so-alluring smile. “That’s more a you problem.”
Instead of answering, Kat yanked Hannah closer, and they lost themselves in a fervent kiss.
Before Kat could take charge, Hannah pushed her back to recline on the couch—a much snugger fit than on the one at her house—and hovered over her. She gazed down at Kat with lust-filled eyes and a smile that made Kat release a deep breath, her pulse spiking like she was about to sprint.
Hannah smiled and nipped at Kat’s lips, sliding her hand down Kat’s body to rub her breasts through her shirt. Then she drifted lower and busied herself with opening Kat’s pants.
“Straight to business, huh?” Kat breathed.
Hannah chuckled. “There’s nothing straight about what I’m about to do to you.”
Kat groaned and closed her eyes, chuckling. “And you call me silly.”
“Less talk, Kathryn. Remember, we have to be quiet?”
“Well, maybe do something that makes me want to be loud.”
Hannah narrowed her eyes, and Kat wondered if such a challenge had been a smart move, but well, she’d had dumber ideas in her life and lived to tell the tale.
With a determined look, Hannah divested Kat of her pants and panties, dragging them down her legs before pulling off Kat’s shoes and throwing her clothes on top of them on the floor. “Spread your legs,” she murmured, and Kat, shivering, obeyed.
Hanging half off the couch, Hannah lowered herself between Kat’s legs, dragging a finger along Kat’s outer labia, scrutinizing her heat as if she needed to memorize it for an all-important exam.
Kat’s body tensed, and arousal pooled low in her stomach. Her hands found purchase on the fabric of her couch, and she arched her back when Hannah lowered her head and licked through her wetness.
Hannah paused and raised her head. “You’re delicious. Do you want a taste?”
A gasp fled Kat’s dry lips, and she nodded.
Hannah rose and once again hovered over Kat before licking into her mouth, while Kat’s hands lost themselves in Hannah’s blonde tresses. She massaged her scalp as their kiss deepened.
Kat whimpered when Hannah pulled back again, looking at her with dilated pupils and parted lips.
Smiling, Hannah scooted lower and pulled Kat’s hips closer. She entered her with two fingers while her mouth enveloped her clit, and with no further preamble, Hannah sped up her fingers and increased the speed and pressure of her tongue.
Kat moaned low, biting her lip. Quiet , she needed to be quiet, but it proved to be more difficult than she’d expected since Hannah zeroed in on making Kat lose her mind.
Hannah’s clever fingers and tongue were relentless in their pursuit of Kat’s pleasure, and Kat’s legs soon trembled, sweat covering her body as she lay panting, her hips rocking to the perfect rhythm Hannah set. Her ministrations pushed Kat ever closer to the precipice.
Hannah’s free hand traced up Kat’s body, her nails scratching along her belly. She pushed her fingers beneath Kat’s bra and shoved it up, finding the nipple and playing with its stiff peak, all the while never wavering in her quest to catapult Kat into a blinding climax.
Kat’s breath hitched, and she shuddered, her body growing taut. For a second, Kat worried she’d snap if the tension spreading through her continued. Just then, a swell of pure excitement rushed over her, suffusing her body as it quaked with wave after wave of pleasure, singeing her inside out.
Kat gritted her teeth, trying to swallow her shout as tears pricked at her eyes. “God, stop,” she begged, and a second later, Hannah ceased her attentions and pulled out of Kat with a sigh. She climbed her limp body and snuggled close, pressing a soft kiss against Kat’s damp temple.
“I must try harder next time. I don’t want you to succeed in staying quiet.” She almost pouted.
Kat dragged in a breath, lips quirking despite herself “You mean like you just must beat me at squash?”
“Yes!”
“Instead of focusing on your more…competitive nature, how about we try to see how quiet you can be?”
Hannah’s breathing picked up, and she shifted her legs, shivering when Kat pressed her thigh between the apex of her legs. “Sounds like an acceptable proposal,” Hannah said, her voice breathy yet strained.
“I’m glad.” Kat pulled her close for another passionate kiss.





 Chapter 36 
 Vipers 
The week after their heated encounter in Kathryn’s trailer, Hannah’s phone blew up with a barrage of calls and text messages.
She always put her phone on silent on set, but every message or call made her watch buzz, and by Friday morning, the infernal device wouldn’t shut up. At first, Hannah thought it was defective, but no—her mother had called six times, and Tamara had written ten messages and called eight times.
Hannah stepped outside to return her agent’s call, and after she hung up, she must have resembled a ghost, as Elaine, passing by, rushed closer and exclaimed, “Hannah, dear, are you all right?” while reaching out as if to steady her.
Hannah shook her head. “I’ve got to talk to Kathryn.”
Elaine squeezed her arm. “I’m here if you guys need to talk, OK?”
She looked at Elaine, and her lips parted, but Hannah had no words, so she only nodded. After taking a few steps toward the office set, she turned, and once more faced Elaine, croaking, “Thank you,” before rushing off in search of Kathryn.
She was in the middle of a scene, so Hannah paced outside, waiting, ignoring her mother’s renewed calls. This time, she would talk to Kathryn first.

What a disaster. This is the last thing we need.

Half an hour later, still feeling as if a nest of hissing, coiling vipers had made a home in her stomach, the door opened and Kathryn stepped outside. Her soft smile fell as soon as she took a closer look at Hannah.
“What happened? Are you OK?” she rushed forward.
Hannah opened her mouth, then closed it, overcome by a sense of relief mixed with dread that had swarmed her mind since speaking with Tamara.
“Talk to me!”
“Not here.” Hannah looked around; there were too many people hovering. “My trailer is closer. Come on.”
Kathryn didn’t question her. She followed along and, silently, they hurried to Hannah’s trailer.
When the door shut behind them, Hannah gazed around her barren room and momentarily wished they’d sought the comfort of Kathryn’s. The stale air and impersonal space devoid of warmth or personality only deepened the chill running through her.
“Darling, what happened?” Kathryn led her to the couch, where they sat down.
“Do you have your phone?”
“What?” Kathryn’s brows drew together. “No. I left it in my purse in the break room. I’d planned to go back between scenes for some coffee.”
Hannah nodded. “My phone’s been blowing up, and I’m sure yours is, too. Most of my missed calls were from Tamara, and so I called her and…” The words she didn’t want to say appeared stuck in her throat like a piece of fruit she’d tried to eat in a rush.
Instead of answering, she retrieved her phone and, after a few swipes, handed it over. Kathryn’s concern for her well-being helped ease the nerves firing through Hannah. She needed to get it together. Kathryn would surely need her to stay calm.
“What the fuck?” Kathryn exclaimed, her gaze glued to the phone. “I spoke to Ron, and he promised he’d handle it. Maybe he talked to Reeve, and that’s why he went to this gossip rag.”
“I don’t know,” Hannah said, lips tightening. I’ve not heard from Ron about it since talking to him. So we’re assuming this is from Reeve, right?”
“After all he said to us, and Ron being in on what’s going on, you bet.” Kathryn leaned back against the couch and closed her eyes. “Broken Time can’t take another hit.”
“I’m sorry.” Hannah’s gaze found her hands fidgeting in her lap.
“What for? None of this is your fault.”
“Yes, but without us being involved—”
“Rumors aren’t spread because they’re true. Sure, some are, but they are usually fabricated tales to sell something.”
“I hate what they’re saying, how they make you look.”
Kathryn exhaled slowly, her tone dry. “That’s how it goes. I am fifteen years older, and I am the lead of the show.”
“That doesn’t make you a predator who took advantage of me! I’m thirty years old! I think I know what I’m doing. This article paints me as some hapless ingenue lost in the thrall of a wicked, scheming old witch.”
For a beat, Kathryn just stared—then burst out laughing.
“It’s not funny! I resent such a characterization, on behalf of both of us!”
“I see.” Humor still danced in Kathryn’s eyes. “How do you want to handle it?”
“Don’t you first want to talk to Sally? I’m sure your agent has some ideas. I know what mine suggested.”
“Oh?”
Hannah sighed. “She said we can deny it or come out, but everything else is a disaster. I don’t want to—I don’t want to deny us, like we’re some dirty secret.” She paused. “But I also know how much you hate your life becoming fodder for public attention.”
“I don’t want to deny us either.” Kathryn reached for Hannah’s hand.
“You don’t?” Hannah asked, voice barely above a whisper.
“No.” Kathryn’s expression was serious.
“Let me discuss it with Sally, and then we can come up with a plan,” Kathryn proposed. “Sounds good?”
“Yes.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
They spent hours brainstorming and decided on a press release, carefully crafted by both their agents, confirming their relationship in a heartfelt and honest way. It also included a subtle dig at actors who prioritize personal gain over the success of a project.
Hannah also called her mother, explaining the situation, and admitting that, yes, she was dating Kathryn Johnson. To no one’s surprise, her mother immediately invited them for a visit. To Hannah’s utter astonishment, though, she agreed.
Now she only had to convince Kathryn to take a weekend trip with her to Kansas to visit her family. Her mouth turned dry whenever she thought of it. Time. She needed time to prepare before she sprang that on Kathryn.
They’d spoken to Ron once the release had been published. He offered his support while seeming almost embarrassed, and, in true fashion, he mangled another expression: “I’d never have guessed it was true in a million years after how you guys shot down our idea of how to handle those rumors. I was ready to prepare a denial. Could have kicked me to the curb with a feather!”
Hannah held back a smile while Kathryn’s jaw clenched, though she refrained from correcting Ron’s idiom fail. They thanked him for his support and went back to work, only to find their phones blowing up again, this time with the reaction to their press release and the aftermath of the gossip rag article.
Apparently, the fans loved it, some proclaiming they’d been right all along and knew Hannah was in love with Kathryn from the time they saw the live stream months ago. There was widespread speculation over who had spread those rumors—people correctly assuming it was one of the cast—and there were multitudes of polls about the topic.
Kathryn’s smug grin at seeing Reeve as the lead suspect shouldn’t have been so appealing.
However, her smugness didn’t last long.
The next day on set, they’d finished filming one of the last scenes of the season finale—a tense meeting of all agents where Elaine’s character announced the new direction for Anachron Agency—when heavy boots clacking on the floor morphed into Reeve storming into the room, red faced and sweaty, his wispy brown hair sticking to his face.
“I hope you’re happy now,” he snarled.
Hannah grimaced. I bet you could use a shower now .
The set’s bright lights reflecting off the chrome conference room table didn’t make him look any better.
Elaine stepped in front of Kathryn and Hannah toward Reeve. “You don’t look so good, Reeve. You should get some rest. The season is almost done. It’ll be nice having a break, don’t you think? Do you have any more scenes left to film?”
“Get out of the way, Finton. This doesn’t concern you!”
Kathryn stepped up from behind, grasping Elaine’s upper arm and leaning closer to whisper, “It’s all right.” She faced Reeve. “I don’t think you want to do this.”
“Do what? I’m already fucked. My agent won’t return my calls, I’m being mocked online and accused of trying to ruin the show!”
“Well, weren’t you?” Kathryn asked, now flanked by Hannah, who’d stepped up to stand next to her. Hannah’s posture was rigid, as if bracing for impact on a squash court.
“No! I only wanted Ron and Darla to see you as the overrated diva ruining our show! Why do you think QuantumStream wanted to cancel us? They thought bringing in this sex bomb would boost ratings by giving their male audience a hard-on, but how, if they don’t add any romance? They didn’t even go through with the new outfits that would have shown her off more. She’s not the eye candy she could be.”
Kathryn’s jaw hardened, and she took a step toward Reeve before Hannah stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“So you’re admitting you were behind the leaks?” Hannah asked.
Reeve’s gaze snapped to Hannah, his bloodshot eyes widening.





 Chapter 37 
 We’re Not in Kansas Anymore 
“What’s going on here? Jackson’s been talking about some kind of row? Isn’t it weird how it’s the same word as rowing a boat? Huh.” Ron shifted when he noticed the tension in the room.
Kat sighed. “It seems we’ve found our leak after all.”
“You have no proof!” Reeve spat.
“You just admitted it in front of several of your colleagues,” Hannah stated, her posture straight and her hands clasped behind her back.
Reeve’s jaw clenched. He shifted his attention to Ron. “None of it would’ve happened if you and Darla had listened to me!”
“Your story ideas made no sense,” Ron said.
“Yes, well, they were still better than hiring that bimbo and pairing her constantly with a self-important prima donna who’s getting too long in the tooth. What did you expect? Of course the ratings are dropping.”
“And you publicly badmouthing the show and its leads helps the ratings how? You’re damn lucky our audience took their side and rallied around them,” Ron snapped. “And don’t think I don’t know all about Reeve_Alexander_Fan.”
“The sock puppet,” Kat mumbled while Reeve paled.
“I can’t have fans?” Reeve shifted on his feet.
“Ones who keep spelling definitely as definately every time they write it, much like you do? I have an email of yours where you make that same error.”
“That’s circumstantial evidence. I can hardly be the only person who misspells that word,” Reeve grumbled.
“Yes, but the time stamps on the two accounts, your behavior today, and the way you insulted your castmates, make my decision easy. QuantumStream has demanded I simplify the show, write out a few people.”
“You can’t be serious!” Reeve snapped.
“I am. The fans are decidedly not on your side, so cutting out your character won’t generate any backlash—quite the opposite. I need to discuss with Darla how best to handle it, but rest assured, Benson won’t be around after this season.”
“That’s wrongful termination. I’ll sue your ass!”
“Try me.” Ron pulled his phone out of his pocket to place a call. “Yes, I need you guys here to escort someone off set. Now, yes. Thanks.”
“You gotta be kidding me. We’re friends, Ron!”
“What do they say? ‘Friends are like shooting stars—bright before they disappear in a puff of smoke’ or something? Anyway, I’m not looking for that kind of friendship.”
Kat groaned. Was there a single idiom the man wouldn’t mangle?
Security arrived and escorted a protesting Reeve off the set. Afterward, Ron assured them not to worry; he’d handle the fallout.
He turned around once before leaving the set and said, “But please do me a favor and post some pictures of you two on social media. The fans will love it. Maybe take a few here on set with Elaine and Jackson in the mix? We could show our unity that way.”
Kat opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, Hannah grasped her hand and said, “That’s an excellent idea, Ron.”
He flushed, nodded, and left.
“That’s an excellent idea, Ron?” Kat echoed, raising one eyebrow.
“It is. Come on, let’s take a group picture.”
Kat grumbled, but Jackson and Elaine immediately joined them and lined up for a photo.
Afterward, when they walked off the set and headed for Kat’s trailer, Hannah leaned in and whispered, “I’ll let you pick which picture of the two of us we will post.” She pressed a quick kiss against Kat’s lips.
Kat’s cheeks heated, and she lowered her head.
“Hey, Elaine. Are you OK?” Hannah asked a moment later.
Kat’s gaze snapped up, startled to find Elaine pacing in front of her trailer. “Did Reeve say something else?” she asked. “I swear, if he did something to you—”
“No, no,” Elaine rushed out. “I need to talk to you. Privately.”
Kat glanced at Hannah, who nodded, looking just as bewildered. “Come inside.”
Inside, they settled at the small kitchen table.
“What’s up? You look like you robbed a bank.”
“How so?” Hannah asked, a small crease forming between her brows. “She looks nervous, sure, but what about her appearance or posture suggests that specifically?”
Kat groaned and shot Hannah a pointed look. Not now!

“Never mind,” Hannah muttered.
“I did it!” Elaine blurted.
Kat and Hannah both stared.
“The picture in the news—of you two laughing—and the details about the shoot? I didn’t know who was behind all the other rumors, but everything made you look terrible. I hated it. So I thought… if people saw you getting along, it might ease the pressure. But instead it led to all those promos, the livestream, the photo shoot—and I know how much you hate that kind of work. I felt so guilty, I stopped. I swear I haven’t done anything since.”
“Breathe, Elaine.” Kat stilled her trembling hand. “I’m not mad. I figured it was you.” She squeezed Elaine’s hand. “It’s fine.”
“You did?” Both Hannah and Elaine said at the same time.
Kat sighed. “Looks like Hannah’s not the only one terrible at extrapolation.”
“Hey!” Hannah shot a mock glare at Kat.
“Are we… We’re OK?” Elaine asked.
“Yes, but next time, let me know beforehand, all right?”
Elaine nodded frantically, a relieved smile on her face.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Darla ended up writing Reeve off the show by making his character fail the psychological evaluation the agency personnel had to go through before they could renew their contracts for the new direction. Kat had been delighted, while Hannah had said it was a bit on the nose, but as long as he was out, she didn’t care much how. Although she did care about the bomb she dropped in Kat’s lap after the official end of shooting.
“So, now that we have some time off, I was wondering…” Hannah started, her gaze darting across the room, never really focusing on Kat.
“Yes?”
“Remember when my phone first blew up after Reeve spread all those rumors?”
Kat nodded.
“My mom was one of the people who called, and, well, when I called back, I didn’t want to lie, so I told her we’re really together. It was before the press release, and she’s…curious.”
Kat stilled, her posture stiff. “About what?”
“You, me, uh, us?”
“OK.”
“She’s been asking me to come home for a visit forever.” Hannah wrung her hands. “The thing is, I never wanted to go. I always found excuses because whenever I’m around them, I feel even more like an outsider to all things normal.”
Kat leaned into her.
“Working on Broken Time , meeting you, and also Elaine and Jackson, it’s changed a lot for me. I still find most people exceptionally strange, and there will always be situations where I feel lost and confused, but… I don’t know. I have changed and yet haven’t? Does this make sense?”
“Yes.”
“So, I’d like to go back to Kansas and visit my family, but I’d love for you to join me.”
“Back to Kansas?” Kat swallowed hard.
“Yes. But you don’t have to. I won’t stay long either way. I told my mom you’re very busy and that I can’t make any promises.”
Kat met Hannah’s eyes, praying she’d not regret this. “Yes, darling. I’ll go to Kansas with you.”
Hannah smiled and leaned in to kiss Kat. “Thank you. If it’s awful, I promise you’ll never have to go back. Hell, I might never go back.”
“Right, because you can just never visit your family again,” Kat said. She’d tried that and some days, her regrets still hit her hard.
“You’re right.” Hannah sighed.
Her phone beeped, interrupting their conversation. “It’s Liz. Let me check this real quick.” Kat scanned the message, a smile slowly spreading across her face.
“What happened?”
“What do you think about Texas?”
“The state?”
“Yes, Hannah, the state.”
“It’s big?”
“How about we also make a detour to Texas to join Liz and Claudia for their wedding?”
“Oh, they’re getting married? That’s awesome.”
“Yes, Liz is indeed marrying the little grasshopper.”
Hannah sighed. “You’re so strange. Why must you tease Claudia?”
Kat waved her off. “She likes it. Anyway, how about it? We have almost seven months in between, so plenty of time to first visit your family and if you’ve not broken up with me by then, we go to Texas?”
Hannah frowned. “Why would I break up with you?”
“It’s a joke.”
“A terrible one. Don’t joke about that.”
“I’m sorry, darling. I will stop all jokes on the subject.”
“Good.”
“So?”
“Yes, first Kansas, and then Texas down the road. How will we fill the time in between?”
“Oh, I’m sure we can think of something.” Kat pulled Hannah close and connected their lips in a soft kiss.





 Chapter 38 
 New Horizons 
The soft hum of the air conditioner in the guest room provided a steady backdrop as Hannah sat on the edge of the bed, adjusting her shoe.
Kathryn, leaning against the doorframe, broke the silence with a laugh. “I have to ask—your siblings are June and August, your mother’s name is May… Why aren’t you, I don’t know, April?”
Hannah rolled her eyes. “My father’s name is Henry.”
“So?”
“Same first letter?”
“I still don’t get it.”
Hannah shrugged. “My mom wanted to continue the theme, arguing it was cute, but since I was going to be their last child, he wanted something connecting him to one of us kids.”
“I suppose Henrietta was out?”
“You’re not funny.”
They’d enjoyed their visit in Kansas more than Hannah expected. Kathryn had been charming, and Hannah’s entire family had hung on her every word. The best part? Hannah felt all right around them.
There were still moments where a sense of separation fell over her, like when they all intuited what the other was about to say or how someone else would react, and she had no clue. But this time, it didn’t hurt, and she didn’t feel the need to fake it. She was just herself, and to her surprise, no one minded.
After learning of Kathryn’s love for photography, May brought out an assortment of Hannah’s baby pictures.
Hannah groaned. “That’s not the type of photography Kathryn enjoys, Mom.”
“Of course I do!” Kathryn smiled. “I love to learn and see everything about you.”
Hannah’s cheeks heated, and she averted her gaze, muttering something below her breath.
May patted Kathryn’s hand. “I like you, dear.”
“Thank you,” Kathryn replied.
“This is all so sweet, I might need an insulin shot,” August drawled, causing June to slap his arm.
A little while later, they all headed outside to join Hannah’s father, who had set up the firepit for a s’mores adventure.
“I can’t recall the last time I had s’mores,” Kathryn said, twirling her marshmallow over the fire.
“Do it slower. It’ll make it more even, and you won’t risk the marshmallow falling off,” August suggested.
“We wouldn’t want that,” Kathryn said with a smile.
“You better watch out, or Hannah will steal all the chocolate,” June said.
“Lies!” Hannah added chocolate to the top of one graham cracker and at the bottom of the other.
“Uh-huh.” June snatched another piece of chocolate to put on her plate.
Kathryn smiled at their antics. “Hannah just loves chocolate. It’s better not to fight her there.” Funny. How annoyed she’d once been at Hannah for bringing a box of chocolate on set. She’d even complained to Liz about it. It felt like a lifetime ago.
“She doesn’t just love chocolate,” August teased.
That earned him a slap on the arm from Hannah, and a threat: “Shut it, or I’ll tell your wife where you hide your secret stash of peanut butter cups.”
“You wouldn’t!”
“Watch me.”
Toward the end of their visit, while Hannah was helping her mother clean up the kitchen, May paused and looked at her silently.
Hannah squirmed. “What?”
“You’re happy.”
Hannah released a small laugh, busying herself with drying a pot. “Yes. Is it that uncommon?”
“No, no. You’re usually happy without us around. When we’re together, you’re heavier. Closed off.”
“Oh.”
“I like the change.” May smiled.
“I do feel…freer.”
“Because of Kathryn? You know, I’m not against your partner helping you, but you can’t stake everything on another person.”
“I know, and I’m not. It’s not about Kathryn, though she helped. I didn’t change for her or because of her. She just… She made it easier for me to walk a path I was already eyeing but didn’t have the courage to tread.”
May smiled. “She held your hand?”
Hannah flushed, an exasperated “Mom!” spilling from her lips.
“Either way, I’m happy, sweetheart. And Kathryn seems lovely.”
“She is.”
On the way back home from the airport, Kathryn fell asleep in the car. She’d had trouble sleeping the previous two nights, and Hannah sighed in relief when she noticed her drifting off right away.
Her mother had once told her that, as a colicky and nearly inconsolable baby, they’d often take turns driving Hannah around in the car—the only place she’d sleep peacefully.
Hannah pulled up to Kathryn’s home. After turning off the car, she stayed in her seat, motionless, watching Kathryn. She smiled, suppressing the urge to reach out and push a strand of Kathryn’s hair behind her ear. How she loved this woman.
 ~ ~ ~ 
One evening, as they settled into bed, Hannah turned to Kathryn.
“You’ve been lost in thought a lot recently. Something going on?”
“Hmm, not really. I’ve just been thinking.”
“About?”
“My future, career-wise. Before you joined the cast, I’d started feeling kind of stale. Stuck. I blamed part of it on the show, but I knew that wasn’t the issue. Then you happened, and it kind of shifted my focus.”
“Is that a good thing?”
Kathryn smiled. “Most definitely.”
“Are you thinking about quitting acting?”
“Not necessarily. It’s not acting in itself. I just…”
“Have other callings? Your photography?”
Kathryn sighed. “It’s silly, I know, but I would like to give it a try. I want to finish developing the rest of the rolls of my family, and I’d like to do a series about people changing course. It doesn’t have to relate to careers. Any unexpected change, one with a major impact on them. I was thinking of accompanying it with interviews, but I don’t know.”
“That’s a lovely idea.”
“Yeah, but I won’t have time with the filming schedule.”
“You could work on the more consuming parts during season breaks, and during active shooting, focus on preparations. It’s going to take time to find people who will participate, and you’ll need to select locations and figure out what else is required.”
“True.”
“You could also ask Darla to write you out, if you no longer want to be part of the show.”
Kathryn kissed her, hard.
Hannah’s breath caught once Kathryn pulled back.
“Thank you for being so supportive, even if the idea is silly.”
“It’s not silly. Of course I’ll support you, though I’d miss you a lot if you were to leave the show.”
“My contract lasts two more seasons. We’ll see where the show is by then and how I feel, but I like your idea of getting started in the meantime instead of postponing it as a dream that might never happen.”
Hannah smiled. “I’m glad. I can help you with organizing. I know it’s not your strong suit.”
“Hey! There’s a method to my chaos.”
Hannah snorted. “Right. Keep telling yourself, ‘I’ll search for hours and release a triumphant yell once I find it,’ is a method.”
Kathryn pouted. “You’re so rude sometimes.”
“And yet you love me.” Hannah kissed her.
“I do.”
They sunk into a leisurely kiss that grew heated fast.
 ~ ~ ~ 
Almost two months after their visit to Kansas, Hannah entered her apartment after a strenuous run to find Kathryn laughing on the couch, seemingly conspiring with an attentive Bandit.
Hannah glanced over Kathryn’s shoulders and rolled her eyes.
“Haven’t you sent this meme enough?”
“Nope,” Kathryn said but put her phone down. “It’s too funny.”
“If you say so.” Broken Time’s season finale had aired two weeks ago, and fans were delighted by the new direction and by Reeve’s ouster (which had created Kathryn’s overused meme in question). Ron had sent out an email to everyone announcing QuantumStream had renewed Broken Time past the next season, which resulted in Elaine inviting all of them to a celebratory cookout, scheduled for that night.
After getting ready, they headed for Hannah’s car.
“Did I tell you about Ira? The woman Liz suggested for my project?” Kathryn asked.
“No, you only mentioned she’d have someone in mind.”
“Yeah, that was Ira. She’s in her mid-seventies now, and she’s had a real tragic life story, abuse after abuse, from her parents, then her husband.” Kathryn shook her head. “But at sixty-five, she divorced him, moved out, went to university, then law school, and now she works pro bono to help victims of domestic abuse.”
“Wow. That’s impressive. Did you already contact her?”
“I sent her an email earlier. She’d be a perfect fit.” Kathryn gazed out of the window. “Sometimes life surprises you—or people do.”
Hannah hummed.
“I sent out Lynn’s letter,” Kathryn said after a while.
“You did?”
Kathryn intertwined their hands. “Yeah. I figured it took a lot of courage to seek me out. She didn’t have to, but I appreciate it, and I don’t know. It was time.”
Hannah squeezed Kathryn’s hand. “I’m glad you feel lighter now.” She still didn’t know what she felt about Kathryn thanking Lynn, but if it made Kathryn feel better, Hannah was all for it.
“I do, yes.”
 ~ ~ ~ 
Later that night, lying in bed wrapped around an already sleeping Kathryn, Hannah struggled to believe how much her life had changed. Their stolen moment at the masquerade ball always held a special place in her heart, but Hannah would never have dreamed that three and a half years later, she’d find herself here, a place where her life contained more than Bandit and work.
There was Kathryn, but also, she’d grown closer to her family (unthinkable a year ago), and she’d made friends. Yes, she’d met them at work, but they definitely counted.
Jackson would be hosting Bandit for their upcoming trip to Texas (Coffee wasn’t ready to come home yet, but they were getting there), since he got along well with Lucky, and she and Jackson still volunteered together at Nine Lives Landing.
Kathryn and Hannah had even won the charity squash tournament, much to Elaine’s satisfaction. She and Kathryn regularly met with Elaine for various get-togethers, often including Jackson.
Hannah still thought people were strange and had no plans to become an extroverted social butterfly. Yet she’d expanded her circle, creating a life that fit her and made her happy—no longer feeling like boundary after boundary was closing in and stealing her breath.
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